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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation focuses on the production and development of a conspicuous, widespread 

culture phenornenon in contemporary Japan, which is charactenzed by numerous young, media- 

promoted personaiities, or pop-idols, who are groomed for public consurnption. The research, 

based on eighteen months of in-depth fieldwork in the Japanese entertainment industry, aims to 

contribute to the understanding of the allegorical role played by pop-idols in the creation of 

youth culture. Pop-idols are anaiyzed as  personified symbois that function as vehicles of 

cultural production. The principal issues suggested in this research include: the cnteria of pop- 

id01 production; the ways in which pop-idols are produced; the perceptions of pop-id01 

performances by producers, perforrners, and consumers; the ways in which id01 personalities are 

differentiated from each other; the ways in which pop-id01 performances are distinguished fiom 

other styles or genres; and the social, cultural, political, eccnomic, and historical roots as well 

as consequences of pop-idols' popularity. These issues are explored through the examination of 

fernale pop-idols. 

The single, most important function of pop-idols is to represent young people's fashions, 

customs, and lifestyles. To this end, the pop-id01 industry generates a vrinety of styles that can 

provide the young audience with pathways toward appropriate adulthood. They do this within 

their power structure as well as their commercial interest to capitalize on adolescence - which 

in Japan is considered the period in which individuals are expected to explore themselves in the 

adult social world. The stylized promotion, practiced differently by promotion agencies that 

strive to merchandise pop-id01 images and win public recognition, constitutes a field of 

symbolic contestation. The stage is thus set for an investigation of the strategies, techniques, 

and processes of adolescent identity formation as reified in the construction of id01 

personalities. 



This dissertation offen a contextualized account of dialogue that occurs between capitaiism, 

particular rhetoric of self-making, and the lifestyle of consumers, mediated by pop-idols and 

their manufacturing agencies that function together as the cultural apparatus. The analysis 

developed in this dissertation hopes to provide theoretical and methodologicd contributions to 

the study of celebrities in other social, cultural, and historical seitings. 
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CHAPTER I - INI"I'0DUCTION 

Id01 Performances: Research Goals and Problems 

In myth, Japan has been characterized as islands inherited by the so-called yaoyororu no 

kami or "eight-million gods." Each of these gods has a name, gender, and personal quality. 

Each perfoms a role, interacts with other gods, and uses divine powers to bring forth various 

earthly effects. Indeed, each god is considered an architect of the Japanese landscape and a 

protector of a local community. In the religious tradition ofshintü or the "way of the gods," 

Japanese people look up to these gods as sacred figures. Seasonal rituals are held to honor these 

gods, and people make visits to local shrines and worship them. 

In this anthropological study, I intend to characterize the present-day Japanese consumer 

society as ''islands of eight-million smiles" in reference to numerous images of young, media- 

promoted personalities who are known as aidoru or "pop-idols." Like yuoyorosu no kami, pop- 

idols are projected as public personae, and they are adored by many of their followers. Yet, 

these personalities and their images are produced and used by their manufacturing agencies for 

commercial profit. Pop-idols are created and groomed for public consumption, especially 

consumption by Japanese adolescents for whom they are designed to perfonn as role models in 

fashions and lifestyles. 

This thesis will focus on the process in which young women are transformed by the 

entertainment industry into pop-idols. The principal issues suggested in this research include: 

the characteristics of pop-idols; the ways in which pop-idols are produced; the perceptions of 

pop-id01 performances by producers, performers, and consumers; the ways in which id01 

personalities are differentiated fiom each other; the ways in which pop-id01 performances are 

distinguished fiom other styles or genres; the social, culturai, political, economic, and historical 

roots as well as the consequences of the popularity of pop-idols; and the ways in which pop- 

idols influence their fans. These issues will be explored through the venue in which female pop- 

1 



idols are produced for public consurnption, particularly for male fans. The theme of this thesis 

contributes to the understanding of a social institution that mass produces prefabrkated 

fantasies, customs and trends as a f o m  of contemporary folklore. 

Over the last three decades, the pop-id01 industry has been a vital domain of popular culture 

production in Japan. As entertainers who sing, dance, and act, pop-idols commonly appear in 

television prograrns, release CDS, and strike shapely poses in fashion magazines. posters and 

billboards. Hundreds of teenagers, female and male, are recruited every year, each hoping to 

becorne one of the adorable public figures who represent youth in Japanese society through 

stylized performances. Many independent support groups develop when hopeful candidates 

make their debut. The entertainment industry responsible for the creation and promotion of 

these performers organizes advertising campaigns and official fan clubs to capture public 

attention, enhance imagination, manipulate the desire of love-stnick fans, and absorb young 

people into the system of capitalist production. This study will investigate how these activities 

and events are organized in reference to the idea of marketing of female pop-idols particularly 

for male audiences. 

Images of pop-idols are commoditized in a variety of so-called "id01 goods" or aidonr guzm, 

including photo albums, promotion videos, and calendas. Pop-id01 images also appear on 

stationery, with their smiling faces printed on notebook covers, note pads, pend  cases, and 

numerous accessories. They are also represented in mass market print media. Hundreds of 

books and articles on pop-idols can be classified into popular, serni-academic, and academic 

genres -- some of which are written by jomalists, while others are written by cultural critics 

and researchers (see appendix A). Many essays, purportedly written by pop-idols and presented 

as fust-person accounts, are published and sold each year. In addition, there are university id01 

fan-clubs and support-groups that publish their own magazines, otherwise known as aidoru 

mini-komi shi or "id01 mini-communication magazines," which contain heated discussions 



about adorable id01 personalities as well as id01 pop-song ranking charts based on fan 

evaluations (appendix 1, section 3). Together these events and commodities constitute the so- 

called, aidorü bümu or "pop-id01 fad." 

The pop-id01 phenornenon is anthropologically significant because it demonstrates how the 

commercial industry operates as an institution that creates and reproduces substantiating 

symbols and rimals in a form of popular art. This system of production utilizes its human 

resources as capital, packaging young performers as pop-id01 commodities. Packaging involves 

stylizing performers into personalities who can represent both prominent cultural values as well 

as innovative social and commercial trends. To be an adorable id01 is to become a "me 

representative of the Japanese youth of this tirne." Thus, pop-id01 production, the goal of which 

is to influence the public, is exercised in social, cultural and historical contexts. The pop-id01 

industry can be perceived as a terrain in which cultural symbois and their images are constantly 

generated, contested, and refined. In this sense, I use Bourdieu's (1 993) "field of cultural 

production" as a working frarnework for subsequent analyses in this thesis. This will allow me 

to examine the process of cultural construction by focusing on an arena in which symbolic 

images and art-forms are produced, contested, and changed through the interactions of 

individuals who occupy different positions in a society. This bares similarity to Robertson's 

(1998) concept of "encompassing cultural matrix" that focuses on popular culture as a site in 

which certain art-forms are selected and appropriated by actors who make various assumptions 

about culture, history, society, ideology, identity, gender, race, class, and so forth. In popular 

culture, one can examine the particular configuration of these assumptions at particular times 

and in specific places. As Robertson elaborates: 

1 locate popular culture in an encompassing cultural matrix.. . in which 
sociohistorical forces and relations are generated and reproduced, stimulated by 
encounters with ideas, things, and peoples both within and outside the matrix as 
a whole or any area in particular.. . The figure-ground relationship between 
popular culture and culture emerges and develops continuously as a complex 



series of communications technologies, increased literacy, a market economy 
(norninally) premised on choice and cornpetition, and other factors; these factors, 
moreover, appea. in different combinations at different historicd moments 
(Robertson 1 998:35). 

Anthropological analysis of popular culture itself, therefore, contributes to the understanding of 

a process in which the ideas, images, worldviews and practices of a segment of society are 

framed to become part of cultural cornpetence. While Robertson's indication is made in 

reference to a specific genre of dl-fernale popular theatre, takaruzzika revue, that has existed in 

Japan since 19 14,I will investigate the more recent and widespread popular cultural 

phenornenon that constitutes Japan's entertainment industry as weil as commercial network. 

1 iake the female pop-id01 industq as a socializing agent, or agent of public education in the 

broad sense of the term (see, for exarnple, Muke j i  and Schudson 1991; Bamouw and Kirkland 

1992; Creighton 1994a). Just as the Hollywood system of production socializes Amencan 

adults into the values and dreams of their society through representations of giarnorous movie 

stars in films, Japanese pop-id01 performances educate the public by means of patterns that 

appear through such foms of mass communications as human relations and attitudes. Unlike 

school education, the entertainment function of female pop-id01 performances appeals to the 

emotions and desires nther than to the intellect (see Powdermaker 1950: 14). 

There is a great deal of discussion in the social sciences about celebnties, especially 

regarding issues such as how popular personalities represent social values and affect the way 

people view their world. While some of these studies describe how pop-star texts can be read 

and interpreted sociologically, the vast majority tends to theorize about consurnption in 

discussions of fan attitudes and activities. The current research concentrates on an area that has 

not previously been well investigated: that is, the selection and production of pop-idols 

themselves, and constellation of in the probable meanings attached to these young penonalities 

by their producers in the entertainment industry. There are numerous published sources on the 



idol-boom phenomenon in the Iapanese language, including academic, semi-academic, and 

popular references. Provocative but somewhat underdeveloped discussions of pop-idols by 

Japanese academics include case studies by Ogawa (1988) from the standpoint of 

ethnomusicology (i.e., pop-idols as personal constituents of urban sound-production in present- 

day Japan), Inamasu (1989) using media theory @op-idols as signifiers of young people's 

lifestyles and modes of communication in the age of television), and Ogura (1989,1990,199 1) 

taking a feminist perspective @op-idols as objects of sexual fantasies and gender 

identities)(appendix 1). Arguments presented in these works, however, are ofien mecdotal, and 

analyses rare1 y go beyond the authors' own interpretations of selective idol-texts. In recent 

years, more theoretical and ethnographic work has been done on Japanese popular culture in 

English, some of which include studies of the pop-id01 phenomenon as part of analyses of 

popular expressions of gender, adolescent imagery, and cornmodity foms (Skov and Moeran 

1995; Allison 1996; Robertson 1998). Yet, the system of pop-idoi production and its 

commercial basis have not been investigated. 

This thesis is based on 18-months of ethnographic fieldwork in the Japanese entertainment 

industry, with a focus on celebrities as sites where culture is embodied in foms  of the 

collective representations of idolized "selves. " This thesis will demonstrate how performers, 

producers, and the managers who participate in pop-id01 promotion manipulate and are 

manipulated by the system of commercial production as well as the industrial ideology which 

reinforces this system. The consumption of id01 images and interpretation by fans will not be 

examined, except as an integral part of the process of constnicting and distnbuting pop-idols as 

cultural commodities. 1 will suggest ways that images produced by the entertainment industry 

may be read by consumers, but 1 did not canvas the consumers or their literature to discover 

how they understand these images or what they actually do with them in present-day Japanese 

society. On the other hand, 1 will illustrate the opinions and activities of the people who 



produce and embody pop-id01 performances in order to reveal what cultural meanings these 

producers and actors use in fiaming the images they try to produce. 

Relevant to this investigation is a series of guiding concepts that generate the theoretical 

understanding of identity formation in the Japanese entertainment industry, such as idol, 

celebrity, and performance. This will be elaborated in subsequent discussion. I will use these 

concepts to examine how young performers craft their selves into popular personalities as they 

interact with their producers and fans. Since their emergence in Japan as a commercial genre 

during the late 1960s, pop-id01 performances have become a nationwide phenomenon: a whole 

dornain of popular culture, built around youth and heavily sponsored by the mass media, the 

advertising business, and corporations specializing in the creation of profit-generating teen- 

oriented fashions. Promotion agencies orchestrate the development and marketing of pop-idols 

and idol-groups, atîracting hundreds of young men and wornen each year who hope to become 

stars, if not rnembers of the adonng audience who consume their performances. Yet, many 

"wanna-be" novices who eagerly join the pop-id01 industry themselves find that there is more to 

the crafting of their images than just presenting themselves before the public. They are 

subjected to overt forms of cultural and commercial discipline that transfomi them into popular 

and marketable personalities. Many id01 candidates were made to perfom in ways their 

producers want them to perform, and they are scorned and even yelled at by the producers if 

they cannot perform well. Each day, these novices were put through many hours of voice 

training and choreography lessons. For some of these performers, the industry provided nothing 

but competitions and hardships. Subsequent chapters will investigate specific ways in which the 

performers' self is transforme& capitalized and exploited in order to uncover the ideologicai 

mechanism of the pop-id01 industry. 

Pop-idols, referred to in Japan as aidaru fiom the English "idols," is a derivation of a term 

that onginally referred to an image of a person or thing used as an object of devoted worship, or 



something visible but without substance.l As such, this word connotes what Bacon once 

defined in the following philosophical terms : 

The idols imposed by words on the understanding are of two kinds. They are 
either names of things which do not exist ..., or they are names of things which 
exist, but yet confùsed and ill-defmed, and hastily and irregularly derived from 
realities ... The [latter] class, which springs out of a faulty and unskillful 
abstraction, is intricate and deeply rooted ... For it both signifies that which easily 
spreads itself round any other body; and that which in itself is indeterminate and 
cannot solidize; and that which readily yields in every direction; and that which 
easily divides and scatters itselt and that which easily unites and collects itselc 
and that which readily flows and is put in motion; and that which readily clings 
to another body and wets it; and that which is easily reduced to a liquid, or being 
solid easily melts (Bacon 1 985 [ 16251284). 

As this statement shows, idols, or idolized things, are subject to meaningful representation and 

transformation. One of the tasks of the social sciences and humanities, as proposed by Bacon, is 

to uncover through an inductive method of analysis the social function of idols in specific 

cultural contexts. Such a task must focus on the process in which particular individuals, groups 

and institutions, in their attempts to create a rneaningful lifestyle, idolize things in the world. 

With this in mind, the skillful use of the modem Japanese mass media and marketing 

techniques by actors, board of directors, stockholders, advertisers, and distributors to assure the 

place of pop-idols in popular culture and consumer society will be specified in concrete 

instances and cultural settings. Labor relations between these actors and their cultural 

significance will be shown ethnographically. 

Pop-idols include young female and male personalities who are considered to be "the girls 

and boys next door." As such, pop-id01 production presurnes the construction of gender ideals 

and sexual stereotypes. Male and female pop-idols reflect two gender categories: maleness and 

femaieness. There are also some individuals and groups whose performances represent 

androgyny by challenging the stability of sex-gender representation premised on a male versus 

female dichotomy. My focus in this thesis will be on the production of female pop-idols as 

representatives of Japanese adolescent femaleness, particularly for male fans. This focus is 



detennined by my theoretical interest and by practical limitations. On the one hand, 1 becarne 

interested in understanding how women are the focus of representation in popular culture in a 

society that has been characterized as "male dominated." As 1 stepped inio the Japanese 

entertainment industry, 1 immediately became aware that pop-id01 producers were nearly 

exclusively men, although the number of female pop-idols surpassed that of male pop-idols. 

Images of adolescent femaleness became the subject of constant contestation, differentiation, 

and reformation arnong these male producers. Thus, 1 wanted to examine the ideological 

implications of femininity represented by female pop-idols in the Japanese commercial 

industry . 

On the other hand, 1 had limited access to the small number of producers and performers 

who controlled the production of masculinity through the performances of male pop-idols. In 

die end, 1 could not gather sufficient data for my thesis fiom these people. 

A Vignette of an Emerging PopIdol 

In the spnng of 1996, Japan's mega telecornmunications corporation, Nippon Telegraph and 

Telephone Corporation (NTT), posted a large billboard amidst a busy Street in the Shibuya 

district of TGky6. On this billboard was the image of Ry6ko Hirosue, a slcnder 16 year-old who 

made her way into the Tdcy6-based entertainment world from the local prefecture of K6chi to 

join approximately 1,100 of the so-called female pop-idols ÿosei aid~ru).~ Hirosue acquired her 

chance to pursue a career in Japanese show business by entenng an audition, known as the 

Clearasil Shiny Face Contest, and winning its grand prize. 

On the billboard, Hirosue appeared in short black hair, a clean white shirt and short brown 

skirt. She was crouching down to making direct eye contact with the viewer. in her hand was 

DoCoMo, a miniature paging machine that N T  had invented. Toward her right was a catch 

phrase, " [Il will start improving. Ry6ko Hirosue" @oh naru, O hajimemasu. Hirosue Ry&o), 

8 



that complemented another statement toward her lefi, "Improving. DoCoMo" (yokzi naru. 

DoCoMo). Identical billboards and posters appeared in various other locations throughout 

Japan, along with the airing of television commercials that advertised DoCoMo and featured 

Hirosue in action (figure 1). 

The Japanese advertising industry often uses puns to make an impression on the public. The 

word DoCoMo can be a pun that stands for dokomo, which rneans "every part" or "al1 aspects." 

This helps the industry to signifi the paging machine as something that is improving in al1 

aspects of technology. At the same tirne, it signified Hirosue as someone who can improve 

herself in al1 aspects of persona1 quality. On the other hand, DoCoMo c m  stand for another 

Japanese word dokodemo, which means "anywhere" or "everywhere." This represents the 

paging machine as something that can accompany its users wherever they go, and Hirosue as 

sorneone whose name and face can be known everywhere. Whichever is the case, the paging 

machine and Hirosue are marked as "valuable." 

It did not take long for Hirosue to attract public attention and become one of the celebrated 

public personalities of the year. Considered by rnany people as cute-looking, bright, and 

healthy, Hirosue appeared in numerous magazines, television shows, and radio programs. Her 

photo album was published in September, 1996, followed by the release of her debut single in 

April, 1997, with a Song composed by Maria Takeuchi, a well-known singer and a Song writer. 

Sources report that more than 360 thousand copies of the photo album (SPA! 1012311996: 1 1). 

and 600 thousand copies of the CD (Josei Jishin 6/ 1 711 997: 10) were sold. These figures signify 

smash hits according to Japanese standards. 

In spite of growing popularity, Hirosue down-played her celebrity status. In a column, 

People This Week, that appears in one of Japan's most widely read Japanese weekly magazines, 



Figure 1. An NTT DoCoMo advertisement poster featuring Ryoko Hirosue. 



for instance, the editor characterized Hirosue's talent as marvelous, to which Hirosue responded 

that she was "just ordinary." Hirosue argues: 

It's amazing for me to receive such a comment, but there is nothing unusual 
about me. 1 am told that to be nothing unusual is my charm. ... 1 mean I am just 
an average person. 1 get many fan letters from young women these days, and 
they Say they want to "enter show business, too." When 1 told the mernbers of 
my staff about it, they said "Doesn't it mean that if littie Ry6ko can do it, 1 can 
do it, too?" I wonder if this is a compliment or not (SPA! 10/23/1996: 1 1). 

Rather than confirming her uniqueness and accepting her celebrity status as many Western 

persondities might do, Hirosue presented herself as remarkably ordinary, leading the editor to 

comment that "her unaffected purity is the source of her cuteness and popularity" (1996: 1 1). 

This is only one of many cases that demonstrates not only the way in which an id01 

persondity is produced and packaged by marketing corporations and popularized by the mass 

media, but also how appearances and attitudes quali@ as an adorable personality. Hirosue's 

success story addresses the problem of socialization and in particular the formation of pop-id01 

identity through the interaction between 1) the performer and the industry. and 2) the industry 

and the public. It is a symbolic process whereby Hirosue frarnes her personaiity in a publicly 

adorable way and transforms herself from an ordinary young woman to a renowned public 

figure in Japanese popular culture and consumer society. This packaging of self, in which an 

adolescent persona is signified as "cute," "pure," "modest," and "full of promise," is, then, a 

cultural practice that aims to collectivize public imagination, taste, desire, or consciousness. 

Many anthropological studies have previously demonstrated the significance of symbols in 

cultural performances and folk rituals to heighten the intensity of communication and thereby 

enhance the experience of those who are in need of transforming themselves. For example, 

among the Cuna of Panama, sacred wooden figures called nuchu that represent tutelary spirits 

are used by shamans to encourage women during difficult childbirth (Levi-Strauss 1963). In 

centrai M i c a ,  when a Ndembu boy is initiated into the moral community of matured tribesmen, 



blood of circurncision marks his passage into adulthood (Turner 1969,1974). Ritual flutes serve 

as hinnels between the two sexual poles in the Sarnbia male-initiation ceremony of Papua New 

Guinea (Herdt 1982). Lenin becarne the charismatic symbol of the Russian revolution, leading 

people to transform their socio-political state of being. In France, the red and black banner 

became a politically meaningful symbol that heightened the spirits of French people to act 

against their social crisis in an event known in history as the Commune of 187 1 (e.g., Moore 

and Myerhoff 1974; Schechner and Appel 1990; Laderman and Roseman 1996; Goody 1997). 

Subsequent chapters will elaborate on scenes in whicli female pop-idols are employed as an 

allegorical mems to achieve utilitarian ends, namely to create trends, merchandise 

commodities. and obtain commercial profits. The public celebration of pop-idols such as 

Hirosue in highly-industnalized present-day Japanese society demonstrates how traditional 

anthropological theories on symbolic ritual can be applied to the analysis of contemporary 

complex organizations that are attributed to ~a~ i t a l i s rn .~  

Given this approach, I will attempt to illustrate different aspects of pop-id01 transformation 

in the Iapanese entertainment industry and in particular the industry's attempt to capitalize on 

the transformation of adolescent female selves as they use pop-idols as the symbolic tool to 

organize youthful fashions and lifestyles. This will add a new dimension to the growing body of 

anthropological literature on adolescence and socialization. It will emphasize youth as a process 

wherein culture, including gender, ethnicity and class-values, is negotiated (or contested) and 

transmitted between adults and young people, as well as between peers (e.g., Davis and Davis 

1988; Sat6 199 1 a; White 1993; Pikington 1994; Wulff 1995a). 

Research Rationale 

Pop-id01 performances, known coilectively as oidoru poppusu or the "idol-pop," emerged in 

Iapan in the late 1960s in the general category of popular music, or kayàkyoku. Unlike many of 
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its predecessors in popular performance that touched on more mature subjects and were targeted 

mainly at adults, pop-idols came to represent adolescence. In some aspects, they are roughly 

equivalent to performances of young id01 pop-stars in other countries: the young Frank Sinatra 

and early Tony Bennett, the Shirelies, the Shangri-Lus, Debbie Gibson, Candi, the New Kids 

On The Bfock, and the Back Street Bqvs of the United States; the Beastie Boys, Shampoo, and 

the Spice Girls of the United Kingdom; Paul Anka of Canada; Menudo of Mexico; and 2 be 3 of 

France. 

Although they are employed in various settings, pop-idols are enrneshed in the rise and 

popularity of a particular media: television. In Japan, television ownership becarne a mark of 

the nation's socioeconomic well-being, or the pnmary means for codifying the rniddle class as a 

consumption category (e.g., Ivy l993:248,249). Although their apparent crudeness was 

ridiculed by many Japanese adults at the time, id01 performances developed into a nationwide 

phenornenon, triggering a teen-craze and producing a domain of popular culture sponsored by 

media institutions, advertising agencies and retail corporations that specialize in the creation of 

trends and customs. Contests were held each year in which hundreds of young women and men 

participated. hoping to becorne teen-idols. Many support groups and official fan clubs 

developed as id01 candidates strove to make a career that could be traced through numerous 

media programmes, events, and publications. Together, these practices constituted the so-called 

"id01 boom" (aidoru bûmu) of the 1970s and 1980s. These practices not only continue today but 

are becoming widespread in other Asian countries as well. 

Much has been written recently on the subject of popular performances, such as film, pop 

and rock music, fashion, and adverting. Many of case studies have used theories and methods 

that are derived fiom sociology, communications, business, econornics, and history, 

contributing to the development of the hybnd discipline called cultural studies (e.g., Ewen 

1976; Williamson 1980; Frith 1983,1988; Fiske 1989qb; Ewen and Ewen 1992; see also 



Grossberg et al. 1992; During 1993).' Most of these studies analyzed meanings of popular art- 

forms in modem Europe and North America based on assumptions about the world or social 

reality that are part of the researchers' own upbringing in these cultures. Others provide broad 

descriptions of popular arts and performances iuound the world or in certain regions of the 

world they cal1 "non-Western," such as Asia, Afnca, South America, and Polynesia (e.g., Lu11 

1987; Manuel 1988; Tomlinson 1991; Stokes 1994). 

The present case study in anthropology is distinguished from these works in cultural studies 

by its ethnographic orientation. I approach id01 performances as a field of cultural production 

rather than some meaningful social product - that is, a site where I can observe particular 

individuals, groups, and institutions interact with each other according to conventional noms, 

goals and interests. What these individuals, groups, and institutions do, how they do it, and how 

they account for what they do are al1 part of the empirically-based field research upon which 

this dissertation is founded. The analysis presented in this study could be used as a framework 

for understanding commercial organizations involving symbolic performances and interactive 

rituals elsewhere. 

Primary data for this study was gathered during eighteen months of in-depth field research in 

T6ky6, Japan, between the fall of 1994 and the S u m e r  of 1996, followed by supplementary 

fieldwork conducted intermittently until the summer of 1997. Although comparative cases are 

drawn in places from the popular performances of North Arnerica, Europe, and Asian countries 

outside Japan, the main objective of this study is not to be comparative. This study is intended 

to p p  the development of symbols as they are played out in the lives of Japanese people from 

their perspectives. Along with the discussion of physical and emotional concerns that may beset 

researchers undertaking fieldwork in a highiy impersonal field of corporate institutions, this 

study provides a theoretical and methodological contribution to the anthropological literature on 

socialization and identity formation. 



Theoretical Orientations 

The self is a work of art rather than given to us (Foucault 1984:350,35 1). It is a fluid 

category that is incessantly constnicted and reorganized in the course of culturaily pattemed 

interactions (especially as it is brought to different forms of imaginary order), rather than a 

prefixed personal category that essentially characterizes an individual (Battaglia 19959; see 

also Schweder and Borne  1984: 194; Crapanzano l990:403). With this in mind, a theoretical 

framework will be proposed in reference to comparative symbology and its applied significance 

to contemporary complex organizations. This frarnework will be used in the subsequent 

analysis of socialization as manifested in celebnties and their image-making agencies. The 

analysis will concentrate on the production of adolescent role models that provide the public 

with sources for expenencing selfhood in youth as fashioned, and therefore enhancing the 

creation of organizational reality in the context of popular culture and mass society. 

Basic Terms and Th eoretical Definitions 

Before developing a research framework, some key terrns or concepts that appear throughout 

this thesis require definition. These include self, identity, performance, performing identity, 

celebrity, and idol. Rather than simply provide their dictionary definitions, 1 will try to 

contextualize each of these concepts in the light of existing anthropoiogical literature. Theory, 

as Giddens notes, provides usehl schemes to order and inform processes of inquiry into 

concrete aspects of social life (Giddens l984:ix; see also Ortner 1984; Duranti 1988). 

Seljitood and Identity 

By self, 1 mean the fundamental qualities that distinguish one person fkom another. An 

individual's consciousness of her or his own being in the world, or in relation to the society to 

which she or he belongs, will be referred to as identity. While the self will be treated as the 



individual quality, identity will be used to mean the set of personai and behavioral 

charactenstics by which this individual is recognizable as a member of a group. 

In the recent discourse of anthropologists and other social scientists, the self is regarded as 

essentially enhvined with the nexus of social interaction. The self is continually created and 

recreated under the infiuence of ideological forces. It is also afTected by other subjects' 

histories, experiences. and representations (Battaglia 1 995 : 1,2; see also Merleau-Ponty 1 960; 

Mead 1962[1934]; Strathem 1979; Rosaldo 1984; Schweder and Bourne 1984; Crapanzano 

1990; Ewing 1990). This understanding of selfhood -- as multifaceted and socially involved -- 

in the phenomenological and poststnicturai discourses of European and American social 

sciences has much to share with anthropological literature on Japan. For example, Doi's (1973) 

classic analysis of the popular Japanese concept arnae or "indulgence" shows that selfhood is 

stnictured on the empathetic relationship between the one who seeks indulgence (arnaeru) and 

the one who provides that indulgence (antayukasu). The most fundamental forrn of relationship 

based on indulgence is seen in the bond between Japanese children and their mothers. 

Hamaguchi (1 977) theorizes the idea of a '%ontextualized human-being" (kanjin) a In Watsuji's 

(1935) discussion of aidagara or "interpersonal relationship," emphasizing the Japanese focus 

on the intercomected self vis-a-vis what Japanese researchers consider to be "Western" 

individuaiism (see also Nakane 1970; Makino 1978). 

Moeran's (1986[1984]) study of the development of Japanese advertisements demonstrates 

that the stmng cultural emphasis on the group prevents a strong form of individualism fiom 

developing in Japan, despite an increasingly occidental lifestyle accompanied by forms of 

consurnensm in Japanese life. The extreme suspicion of individualism, considered as negatively 

ego-centric by the Japanese people, led advertisers to utilize the concept of kosei or 

"individuality" ?O h p l y  persona1 creativity that does not lack the actor's concem for the good of 



the group. Kosei is a term that neatly adopts the advantages of "Western-style" individualism 

without disrupting the spiritual unity felt by the Japanese public (1986:75). 

Some of these concepts and rnodel-onented studies are part of a whole literature known as 

nihonjinron or "theory on Japanese" that is concemed with differentiating Japanese national 

identity fiom other, especially European and American, countries by pointing out aspects of 

Japan's cultural uniqueness (e.g., Mouer and Sugimoto 1986; C lamer  1997). What one sees in 

these theories is an effort to withstand reification of person, self, or identity as concepts rooted 

in ego-centrism by rneans of analyzing and developing folk models of self as embedded in 

interpersonal relationships. Of course, these alternative models of selfhood devote to the 

reinforcemenr, in academic language, of ideological and even racist cultural discourse (cf. 

Rosaldo 1984; Shweder and Bourne 1984).' 

The reified Westem notion of self is not adequate as an analyticai construct for cross-cultural 

analysis. Therefore, Dumont (1 986:9) calls for a liberation fi-om modem individualistic 

preoccupations thereby allowing a more meaningful understanding of societies. For instance, 

Bharati (1985) has shown that the self is considered actionless and always attainrd in India. 

Building on these views, Whittaker holds that the idea of selfhood needs fundamental 

redefinition with respect to its perceptive di fference between cultures. Whittaker wri tes: 

The work of ethnography knits together the social ambience created by people 
talking about their experiences and their beliefs, and this talk falls readily into 
the coffers of that particular Westem metaphor. Discourses about the self serve 
cultural proclamations about persons and individuals, as we know them, and as 
we believe them to rightfully exist. In other cultures, however, research interests 
that focus on self could well be embarrassing, ethically questionable, and often a 
matter of some discodort for those individuals invited by the anthropologist to 
conspire in the consûucting of selves. ... The idea of self may mean very little, 
indeed, in the face of ascribed, prescribed, and even inscribed statuses and 
identities (Whittaker 1 992:209). 

Following this view, Whittaker contends that the study of selfhood and identity must be situated 

within the context-sensitive task of ethnography. As she continues: 



Reification of a concept, as in the case of the self, involves epistemological 
blunders anthropologists usually avoid. Imposing the concept uncritically puts 
into question the practice of grounded theory, where concepts are expected to 
emerge fkom the field. The concept cannot be assumed to be viable cross- 
culturally, despite the universalism implied in the notion of self and often 
revered as unquestioned tnith. It will need careful examination in the light of 
comparative data (1 992:209). 

Thus, the meaning of concepts such as the self must be examined in accordance with the 

different cultural contexts in which the concept is used. 

Such an attempt to move away fiom the presumed dichotomy between Western and non- 

Westem selves, or between the self and the group, in the case of Japanese studies, is 

demonstrated by those who focus on the crafting of selves as embedded in reciprocal 

relationships. Kond6 (1990), for instance, illustrates how the self and the social constitute one 

another in a small family business, or a training center for businessmen, where Kondo analyzed 

her own identity as a Japanese-Amencan researcher through her participation in daily work and 

training programs. Based on her observations, Kond6 (1 WO:48) postulates four analytical 

aspects of Japanese selfhood. These are: 

1) Personhood and work are inextricable fiom each other, and people transfom themselves as 
they transform the material world around hem while engaged in their work or activities. 

2) Identity is not a static object, but a creative process. Thus, the construction of self is a life- 
long occupation. 

3) The crafting of self implies a concept of agency: that human beings create, work on, and 
enact their identities, sometimes by challeng ing the limits of the cultural constraints which 
constitute both selves and the ways these selves can be crafted. 

4) One should speak of selves in the plural form, rather than the self as a global entity. 

Kond6's more recent work applies this notion of the multiplicity of the self to the analysis of 

Japanese fashion designers. She shows how identities of these designers shift between Japan 

and Europe as they acquire the skill, master the know-how of Westem fashion designs, and 

create their own work of art in which Japaneseness mingles with Western styles (Kond6 1992). 



Bachnik (1 989,1992,1994), using Peirce's semiotic index as a guiding concept, theorizes that 

the interdependence of the self is situated in context. Her approach concentrates on: 

the process by which participants constitute social situations, and thereby 
participate in a dynamic that includes the mutual process of their constituting 
and being constituted by social order. This process is the order, and this order 
includes the organization of self and society, since it is mutually constitutive of 
both (1 9945). 

Thus, her study of interpersonal communication in a Japanese household shows how each 

member of the household indexes her or his mode of comrnunicating with other members as 

well as outsiders. Each member expresses her or his emotion, use customary behavion such as 

bowing, and selects speech according to different positions she or he takes within an axis of 

formality versus informality, or outside versus inside. This axis is regarded as having been 

established as prominent categorical contrasts in Japanese culture (1 994: 143- 166). 

In concurrence with this view, Kuwayarna (1992) proposes a continuum between two polar 

extremes of the self and seken, or "public opinion." which serves as a measure for individuals to 

adjust their behaviors according to different interactive situations. Tobin's (1 992a) study of the 

pedagogy of selfhood in a kindergarten demonstrates how Japanese preschools transform 

indulged toddiers into socially deçirable students by teaching them how to make kejime or 

"distinctions" in their behaviors between relatively formal situations versus more casuai ones, 

and move smoothiy between them. Thus, kejimc provides a way of defining shifting selves. 

Kelsky's (1 996) investigation of Japanese women's movements toward intemationalism 

ernphasizes the incomplete aspect of selfhood. She discusses how young Japanese women who 

are not satisfied with their current staius in what they consider to be a male-dominant society 

seek to work abroad, have &airs with Caucasian men, and r e i e  modem Western culture as a 

means to discover new selves and new lifestyles (ikikata). For these subjects, the West, and in 

particular the United States, is imagined as a kind of "promised land," the source of freedom, 

opportunity, and a new ikikata. The study m e r  demonstrates cases where some of these 



intemationaiist women corne to realize the gap between their original ideals and empirical 

realities about the life in the West. In this study, Kelsky incorporates the notion of akogare or 

"unrealistic longing," and, in effect, explains how the practices of these intemationalist 

Japanese women constmct a continuum between "backward Japan" and "progressive modem 

West," along which they locate their own identities. Akogare signifies a desire to transform 

one's self, at l e s t  partially, in the other's image.6 

Finaily, Yano's (1997) case study is noteworthy in that it develops the notion of amae within 

the context of Japanese an examination of Japanese performers and fans. The study explores the 

relationship between the performer and audience, which is cultivated on stage and screen, or 

ritualized in fan clubs. Yano indicates as a point of interest how fans' attitudes about engaging 

in various activities to support their idols go with their admitting that these activities are 

manipulated by the big industry that tries to take advantage of their empathy. Based on a 

thorough investigation of these supporting activities, Yano concludes that the mutual 

dependency of pop stars and fans becomes a ritualized reciprocity, in which pop stars generate 

matemal and sexual emotions that impel their fans to support and do whatever they can to help. 

At the same tirne, the activities of pop stars support their emotional needs and form the basis of 

a relationship generated by a commercial organization (1 997:346). 

Al1 in ail, these case studies effectiveiy show that while the idem of selfhood and identity 

clearly exist in Japan, they are considered as relational, incomplete and constituted through 

multiple and changing positions of agencies within an interactive space-time. These t ems  will 

be used in the same sense throughout the present study. 

Performance 

As the discussion of Yano's study has partially demonstrated, performance within the field 

of anthropology is theoretically oriented toward the problem of identity and representation -- 
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that is, how the self is presented and identifed in socially, culturally, and histoncally specified 

contexts. Goflinan's (1959) classic work is notable here in the sense that it indicates self as a 

performer, motivated by impression management, who is dialectically poised in a world of 

others where the presentation of self becomes the single, most important reason to exist. His 

notion of self as existing alone in this social world, however, still echoes the Western 

individualist (or essentialist) notion of selfhood (Whittaker l992:2OO). 

Suggestive recent theories on performing identities by Epstein ( 1987), Fuss ( 199 1 ), and 

Marcuse (1995) arnong others point out that identities such as gender, ciass, and ethnicity are 

less a function of knowledge than performance, or less a matter of final discovery than 

perpetual reinvention (Fuss 199 1 :7). Epstein (1 987) argues that identity is neither a 

determinative characteristic of a person which unwinds fiom within nor a serial enactrnent of 

socially imposed roles that cm vary considerably over the course of one's life, but an 

intermediate position between these two extremes (cf. Ganon and Simon 1973; Weeks 199 1). 

For Epstein. as with Berger and Luckman (1 967: 174), identity emerges from the dialectic 

between the individual and Society. Identity, at its core, is constituted relationally through one's 

involvement with (and incorporation of) significant others and her or his integration into 

communities (Epstein 1987:29). Thus, to the extent that identity is socially rooted, it is 

inescapable, and to the extent that it is selectively acquired, it is transforrnable. In this way, 

identity functions as the locus of both cultural continuity and change. 

The notion of performing identities refers to performance as an act of identity-formation. 

Epstein notes: 

people make their own identities, but they do not make them just as they please. 
Identities are phenornena that permit people to become acting "subjects" who 
define who they are in the world, but at the sarne time identities "subject" those 
people to the controlliog power of extemal categorization (1987:30). 

In a sirnilar vein, Judith Butler observes in her reference to gender identity. She writes: 



niere is no volitional subject behind the mime who decides, as it were, which 
gender it will be today. On the contrary, the very possibility of becoming a 
viable subject requires that a certain gender mime be already underway. The 
"being" of the subject is no more self-identical than the "being" of any gender; in 
fact, coherent gender, achieved through an apparent repetition of the same, 
produces as its efect the illusion of a prior and volitionai subject. In this sense, 
gender is not a performance that a pnor subject elects to do, but gender is 
performative in the sense that it constitutes as an efiect the very subject it 
appears to express (Butler 199 1 :24, emphasis original). 

These statements present the view that identity and subjectivity are created through the practice 

of performance. 

In concurrence with these theorists, Marcuse demonstrates in his study of eccentrics that the 

eccentric self of those who are considered to express personality disorder in terms of formal 

pathological protocols can be reconsidered in terms of rhetorical construction. He contends that 

eccentricity is "a thoroughly performative, sensorial, and unself-conscious response to the 

social conditions that define one's selfhood" and "conditions that involve hidden or only 

partially understood parallel worlds of agency" (Marcuse 199552). nius, eccentricity is a form 

of becorning a personality through performance. 

Elsewhere, the manifestation of performing identity in the process of becoming is well 

illustrated in reference to performing arts. Examples of this include Bethe and Brazell(1990) in 

their discussion of Japan's six-century-old n a  theater, and Zarrilli's (1 990) examination of 

lndian kuthakuii acting in cornparison to other genres of traditional Asian performances, arnong 

others. Both of these studies show how actors acquire performative skills through a long-term 

process that consists of the constant repetition of set exercises. Zarrilli cals such an extensive 

process of performative apprenticeship "in-body disciplines" due to the fact that: 

daily repetition of physical exercises and performance techniques [as cornrnonly 
observed in traditional Asian perfomances] encodes the techniques in the body. 
By daily practice al1 physical and mental obstacles in the way of correct practice 
are gradually eliminated. The goal of such virtuosic systems is reaching a state 
of "accomplishment" ... in which the doer and done are one. Through such 
actualized practice cornes both control and transcendence of "self' (Zarrilli 
1990: 13 1, emphasis original). 



In a similar tone, Bethe and Brazell contend that: 

a knowledge of nüh is only possible through somatic, oral, and psychic 
immersion in the art. To practice na, to know nah, is to have it ingrained in 
body and psyche. ... Mind and body function as one [in such a state]; intellechial 
understanding is fused with visceral knowledge (Bethe and Brazell 1990: 186). 

For the actors, the processes in which these established styles are acquired become consistent 

with a way of life toward the perfection of selfhood.' 

Stylized promotion is a comrnon feature of pop-id01 performances. Id01 candidates, like 

students of martial arts and other performing arts, are encouraged to transforrn themselves fiom 

a raw, unknowledgeable, inexperienced, and unskilled youth to seasoned, knowledgeable, 

experienced, integrated, and skilled actors as they master the art which is specific to the genre 

and thereafter establishing their own style. Here, genre is undentood in light of folklore studies: 

as a set of cultural expressions characterized by forma1 features, thematic domains, and 

potential social uses. As the gramrnar of each language is unique and has its own logical 

consistency, so the native classification of oral (or performative) literature has its own structural 

unity. In this sense, genre is considered as part of the ethnic system that coiistitutes a gramrnar 

of iiterary art-forrns that affirms the communication rules which govern the expression of 

complex messages within the cultural context (Ben-Amos 1969285). Performers develop 

individuai styles within a genre in order to affect the audience, and in doing so they organize 

relationships among the particular components of the genre (see also Bakhtin 1986:60). Style, 

therefore, is a personal articulation of a genre, and any style is inseparably related to typical 

fonns of communicative genres. Thus, various genres can reveal various facets of the individual 

personaiity, and individual style c m  be found in various interrelations with the language of the 

nation, culture, or community that produces these genres (1 986:63). The names of genres are 

indicative of the attributes people perceive in their verbal art-forms (Ben-Amos 1969:286). 



Pop-id01 performances developed as a commercial genre in the category of popular music. 

Their form is distinguished fiom other genres in the same musical category, such as new music, 

rock'n roll, and folk ballads known as enka, by what has been termed "fancy soft-core 

performances for middle-class teenagers." n i e  sohess  of pop-idols is represented by the 

combination of fancy costumes, romantic messages, and Fnendly attitudes, which constitute 

pop-idols as non-threatening, non-controversial figures that are useful in maintaining social 

harmony. This form is distinguished from the "hard core" stoicism represented by rock 

perfonners, who typically Wear leather jackets, put on ready-to-fight attitudes, and sing songs 

that depict a fondness for anarchy, violence, and a fierce temper. The sofi-core image of pop- 

idols is also different from the working-class identity represented by the ballads of so-called 

enka perfonners, the contents of which focus on the hardships of life in a contemporary world 

or longing for the lost traditions of the past. The main goal of pop-id01 performances is to 

provide the public with a series of fancy, bright, and healthy-looking role models for younger 

adolescents. As a genre, pop-id01 performances concentrate on what it means to be approptiate 

Japanese boys and girls in the age of economic affluence. 

Of particular interest for the purpose of this research is the idea of kata, a term in Japanese 

that cari be translated as "form," "style," or "module." Zarrili introduces kata in his article to 

refer to the set form whose constaqt repetition "leads to a level of ability beyond empty, 

vacuous, presence-less, and powerless mimicry" (Zmill i  1990: 133). Although Bethe and 

Brazell do not explicate this Japanese perfonnative concept, they imply the significance of this 

idea in the apprenticeship of nari theatre. They argue: 

~t every level of training, teaching concentrates on fom, even though the art of 
a performer is judged by his expressive intensity. While leaniing the form, the 
young perfonner is expected to make it his own and fil1 it with meaning. This 
process is regarded as too personal, too individualized to teach overtly. Yet it is 
exactly this which constitutes the secret art and which the observant student 
hopes to gain from a master (Bethe and Brazell 1990: 174). 



This idea of katn is similar to the notion of "fiame" discussed by Goflhan (1974), as a way of 

organizing one's selfhood and expenence in a specified context of action or interaction . It is 

also akin to "casting" as discussed by Crapanzano (1 990) which involves the arrest of the 

dialectical process through desired characterizations and typifications of the self vis-a-vis the 

other (see also Bateson 1978). It is a way of acquinng one's social role by submerging oneself 

into the socially-constructed model. It is also a way of transforming the self into a personality 

whose name, role, or label is signified by the conventions of meaning that permits the piay of 

desire within their limits (Clammer 1997: 120; Crapanzano l990:403,404). Thus, mastery of 

performance, in the case of Asian performances at least, can be understood as a fiaming process 

in which actors embody a convention of style and make their performance (or style) a part of 

their selves.' Indeed, it is the process of becoming a personality by uniQing the dichotomy 

between the interna1 self and the extemal structure, or rnind and body, through the integration of 

meaning and form (Yasuda 1984; Singleton 1989). Performing identity, in this sense. is a 

process of framing oneself. 

The framing of self, of course, is not limited to traditional Asian performances. Buruma 

(1 984), a journalist and a cultural critic, provides a provocative discussion of such a styling 

practice as exercised in al1 areas of present-day Japanese popular culture and mass society. He 

observed that aristocratie art (such as n&) and popular play influence the stylizaiion of self 

equally, although there is obviously a difference between the two traditions in terms of their 

forrns and contents (1984:71). To exemplify his point, Buruma discusses the way in which an 

ideal image of Japanese femaleness is reified (by men or male-dominated social institutions) in 

popular arts and performances. In literature, for example, a renowned writer Jun'ichiro Tanizaki 

writes in a 1928 novel Tade O Kuu Mushi (Sume Prefer Nettles): 

The real O-Ham [name of a courtesan and character in the Puppet play] who 
lived in the seventeenth century, would have been jua like a doll; and even if she 
wasn't really, that is the way people wouid have imagined her to be in the 



theatre. The ideal beauty in those days was far too modest to show her 
individuality. This do11 is more than enough, for anything distinguishing her 
from others would be too much. In short, this puppet version of O-Hm is the 
perfect image of the "etemal woman" of Japanese tradition (quoted in Buruma 
1984:65,66). 

The identical image of doll-woman can be seen manifested elsewhere, such as the main female 

personalities in other farnous novels, the elevator girls (who commonly appear in department 

stores, dressed smartly in unifoms and white gloves, and greet the customers in artificial 

falsetto voices followed by fitual bows), mascot girls (whose main function of appearance in 

television shows is to sit in a chair and blink provocatively at the camera without a word), and 

teenage talents (who are highly choreographed, directed, and drilled)(l984:66-68). 

Buruma contends that human nature, particularly the nature of women, is redecorated, 

rîtualized, and turned into a work of art, just as natural environments are reshaped carefully by 

human hands -- the effects of which can be seen in Japanese gardens and the art of bonsai or 

"tree-trirnming." This is based on Japanese attitude toward nature that is tinged with a deep fear 

of the unpredictable forces it cm unleash, and to the belief that it is to be worshipped but only 

after it has been reshaped carehlly by human hands (1984:65). Moreover, he argues that 

Japanese are not interested so much in selves behind their masks so that no at-tempts are made 

to hide the fake. He States: 

On the contrary, artificiaiity is ofien appreciated for its own sake. Perfonners do 
not try to seem informal or real, for it is the form, the art of faking, if you like, 
that is the whole point of the exercise. ... The same principle applies to social life. 
The more forma1 a society, the more obvious the roles people play. In this 
respect the Japanese are quite scrutable. Acting, that is, presenting oneself 
consciously in a certain prescribed way, is part of social life everywhere 
(1 984:69). 

This emphasis on the molding of self assumes consistency between outward expressions 

(tatemue in Japanese), on one hand, and hidden nature or tme feeling behind the mask (home in 

Japanese), on the other hand. It may neglect the sense of cod ic t  or contradiction that is 

experienced or expressed by individu& who undergo disciplinary practices (cf. Hochschild 



1983)? Thus, in order to understand the process in which the self is charactenzed, one must 

examine critically the interplay of desire, resistance, and symbolic (linguistic) constraints (see 

Crapanzano 1990:4 19). 

Hendryls Wrapping Culture (1993) ties in the notion of performing identity as the art of 

presenting onself with the common practice of wrapping in Japan. She shows how gifts, for 

example, are carefully wrapped and treated as they are frequently exchanged between people as 

part of Japanese customary practices. Elaborately decorated and layered, wrapped gifts have 

developed aesthetic, religious, and rnagical qualities over and above the functional values of 

their contents (see also Nukada 1977). In fact, gift-wrapping is only one of many kinds of 

wrapping-practices in Japan. Others include an extensive system of polite language that wraps 

speakers' thoughts and emotions, elaborate styles of g m e n t s  and body wrappings, gardens as 

the wrapping of space, and behavioral rituals that wrap up persona1 actions and interactions. Al1 

of these are symbolic foms that serve people to protect their faces and places in public 

communication, or impress and manipulate each other. 

Hendry fùrther suggests that the notion of wrapping as a rneasure of refinement in Japanese 

society is constrained by obligatory motives among the people who put it to practice, rather 

than motives related to persona1 sentiment. People express themselves through wrapping 

because it is the appropriate way to present oneself in a society. Without wrapping, things 

presented and individuals who present them fail to display the message as properly intended. 

Thus, wrapping is a non-verbal means of communication in which people articulate themselves 

formally, socially, culturally, and politically. 

In sum, the perspectives presented above explicate how performance can function as a 

behavioral strategy io establish linkage between the self and society. It is a forma1 means to 

present self in public, manage impressions, and appropriate position within the society to which 

one belongs (Goffinan 1959). Following these views, the term "pop-id01 performances" will be 



used in subsequent chapters to imply a form of symbolic presentation that encompasses the 

molding, packaging, characterizing, stylizing, or modeling of self as practiced by young 

performers and their promotion agencies in the realm of Japanese popular culture and mass 

society. Pop-idols will be treated in this setting as a guarantor of meaning for Japanese 

consurners. 

While the use of the concept of style is by no means unique to pop-id01 performances, what 

specifies pop-id01 style as distinct from other styles of performance is its youth-market 

orientation. In a society where a significant portion of the consumer market is considered to be 

comprised of children and young aduits, becoming a popular adolescent role mode1 means 

making a considerable amount of profit. This is the single most important driving force for pop- 

idols and their promotion agencies to activate themselves in the field of symbolic production. ' O  

Cele brity 

Pop-idols are celebrities in the sense that they signifj a special quality of persona1 

magnetism that is attributed to high-profile individuais who presume audience appeal. An 

ethnographie study of celebrity is the study of this quality of an individual, perceived by her or 

himself as well as others, as manifested in the culturally and historically specific relationship. 

Indeed, celebrity is approached as a historical symbol that represents the collective self of a 

particular period in time (Yano 1997:335). 

Thanks to the growing literature in sociology and in particular the area of cultural studies, 

there are countless studies that exempli@ the symbolic hnction of celebrities in Europe and 

North America. Mills (1956), for example, looks at professional celebrities including 

personalities of national glarnour who collectively constitute the entertainment world known as 

"café society." This developed in the United States dong with the elaboration of the national 

means of mass communication. Mills shows how café society was supported by nation-wide 



hierarchies of power and wealth. Eckert's (1 99 1) case study analyzes the mechanism of 

popularity that led Shirley Temple to become "Amerka's little darling" in an era of economic 

depression. He uncovers how Temple presented herself in many films as poor but optimistic, or 

rich but sympathetic. Whichever the case, she is presented as a lovable personality that became 

an ideological locus at which govenunent officiais and middle-class industrialists mitigated the 

reality of the poor through the charity of fmtasy. Temple's burden of love, her exacerbated 

emotions relating ro insufficiently cared for children, and her comrnoniy stated philosophy of 

pulling together to whip the depression appeared at a moment when the official ideology had 

reached a final and unyielding form. This was also a moment when the public sense of 

charitable support was drying up (1 99 1 :68). 

Many case studies on American pop-diva Madoma approach the rnechanisrn of popularity 

that characterizes this world-renowned phenornenon. A collection of essays edited by 

Schwichtenberg (1 993) illuminate how Madoma skillfully deploys social and cultural themes 

such as gender, sex, class, generation, race and ethnicity to insinuate herself into various 

problems of people's daily lives in America and elsewhere. Madonna provides connections 

between people's lived experiences and the various discourses in circulation (Schwichtenberg 

1993: 10; see also Hooks l992a; Frank and Smith 1993; Lloyd 1993). In a similar vein, Simpson 

(1993) examines the popularity of Brazil's pop-diva Xuxa and the cultural strategy of mega- 

market industry that promotes her public image. Xuxa's child-fiiendly image on television 

shows inform viewers, especially young audiences, about the meaning of beauty, power, 

success and happiness which privileges the white race and submissive femininity in a society 

stnictured on ethnic and gender inequalities. 

Materials related to the study of Japanese pop stars in English have been scarce until 

recently. Herd's (1984) introductory article on pop-singers is the only one of its kind written in 

English. Although pop stars appear as examples in sections of Japanology literature, 



ethnographie study on the subject was virtually nonexistent (e.g., Skov and Moeran 1995; 

Allison 1996). Yano's (1 997) study on Japanese fandom was the first to provide a 

contextualized, theoretically Framed account of the symbolic qualities of Japanese pop stars. 

She concentrates on the ernotionai ties that evolve around a male enka star and his middle-aged 

female fans. The present study intends to provide an anthropological investigation that 

concentrates on the performing identities of young, media-promoted personaiities in 

contemporary Japan called aidoru. The analysis of this study attempts to explore not only ways 

young actors facilitate identity formation arnong adolescents as they merchandise their popular 

images and performances, but also ways the stylized promotion of pop-idols reveals the 

mechanisms of the reproduction of rniddle-class identity in a capitalist social environment. 

With this in mind, the following section will propose a theoretical framework that will be used 

in the ensuing analysis. 

AnalyticaI Framework: Idol-Performances and the Formation of Adolescent Identity in 
Japan's Postwar Consumer Society 

Postwar Japan and in particular Japanese society today is characterized by a large population 

(123 million), heavily concentrated in large cities, for whom consurnption is a way of life. The 

urban, consumer lifestyle of the contemporary Japanese is reinforced by media saturation and 

an intensity of advertising and information that perhaps has no equivalent in the rest of the 

world. As Clammer (1 997) writes: 

Japan is now the world's second biggest economy [afler the United States] and 
one of its most populous States. Famous for its achievement of a highly efficient 
export-oriented capitalist industrial system and the creation of a mass consumer 
society at home characterized by its scale and intensity, and equally for the 
quality of its products and services, Japan cries out for analysis as the most 
conspicuous example of mass consumption in Asia (1 9972). 

Thus, present-day Japanese society is characterized as a consumer society. 



According to Kelly (1 993: 192), an ethnography of this socieconomic and cultural condition 

of postwar Japan must take into account the relationship between ideological processes, 

institutional patterning, and everyday routines of individuals. Following this view, and with the 

discussion of performing identities in the previous section in mind, a theoretical framework of 

this study wili now be proposed. This frarnework will be used in the ensuing analysis of pop- 

id01 production in an attempt to unravel the ideological formation of youth culture by the 

Japanese entertainment industry. 

Pop-ldol Performances and Adolescent Sociulization 

Adolescence has been recognized in present-day Japan, as elsewhere, as a life-stage in which 

the ground for adult social relations is prepared for a child who undergoes physiological change 

and corresponding development of personality. It is the time in which individuals who become 

awakened to the adult world, life, and sex, l em  how to interact with each other in the name of 

future prospects. 

Adolescence in the contemporary social setting is also a consumption category. As White 

notes: 

[Adolescence] implies style, aspirations, a way of thinking and behaving. To 
some it may imply the older notion of "neither here nor there," the chut0 hanpo 
Iimbo of "betweenness," but the consumer industries have targeted these young 
people in a more specific way. The "naming" of this "stage" has thus outlined a 
category permitting, and indeed demanding diversity and slippage. Because of 
the speed of marketing, the case of Japan reveals the market-driven aspects of 
coming of age as well as the active involvement of teens [mainly but also others 
who are the members of this category] themselves in creating new cultures and 
practices that then feed back into market definitions of adolescence (White 
1995:256,257). 

While this relationship between the mass media and young consumea is found elsewhere in the 

modem world, the case in Japan is cuiturally conspicuous. This is due to the relatively high 



affluence of young people and a highly interactive relationship between these young people and 

consumer industries (including the mass media), among other reasons (1 995:257). 

Given this cultural setting, the ideology of youth culture as implicated in pop-id01 

performances is essentially what the consumer industries, and in particular middle-aged male 

producers, lay out as the "appropriate lifestyle" for fernale adolescents. Pop-idols function as 

adolescent role models, acting in concert with the market-driven aspects of coming of age by 

encouraging the active involvement of their young audiences in creating and recreating trendy 

customs and lifestyles -- as they perform as pop-singers, fashion models, stage actors, as well as 

television and radio personalities. Their manufacturing agencies, on the other hand, use pop- 

id01 images to develop commercial activities that would allow them to establish their own place 

in a society. 

Socialization as practiced in the f o m  of curricular activities has long been a subject of 

interest to researchers who emphasize formal educational systems. Recent studies on 

socidization have begun to focus more on what Beauchamp (1 99 1) calls "institutions of 

informal schooling," which include the realm of popular culture (e.g., Williams 1982; Girow, 

Simon et al. 1989; Brannen 1992; Creighton 199 1,1992,1994a; White 1995). These studies 

show how commercial institutions draw on various worldly sources to explore certain themes 

that c m  capture people's attention, interweave narratives that are both public and private (or 

social and personal), and substantiate meanings that c m  become part of cultural cornpetence 

within their power structure. 

Curricula of identity-formation that both complement and contradict the prograrn for youth 

established in formal education and family are seen in the media; and such media cumcula 

provide the public with portraits of both imaged and actual young people (White 199526 1 ; c f  

Rosenberger 1 996).11 Yet, the media-constnicted images of youth are often gauged, challenged, 

contradicted, contested, and even rejected by the very people who buy into them. Retaining 



their individual agency, these buyers act on the basis of a common-sense view of the everyday 

world, and use it to appropriate and integrate what they want (Rosenberger 1995: 145). Such a 

situation leads to the production of conflicting images of youth within the curriculum itself 

which, for efficacy and profit, favors a homogeneous and coherent view of its audience (White 

l9%:26 1). Thus, the ideological formation of adolescent identity is manifested in strategic, 

complex, and multifaceted portniyals of youthful images and lifestyles. 

The question, then, becomes the kind of adolescent images that are portrayed by the 

consumer 

industry and in particular agents of pop-id01 production. Based on the study of adolescent 

images in popular magazines, White (1 99526 1) summarizes four stereotypes in the formation 

of adolescent identity: the apprentice, the dreamer, the sexual being, and the buyer. These 

images operate as symbolic vehicles that generate youth as a classified age-group, generation, 

or social category, indred a class, by facilitating both consensus and conflict within its 

boundary. Based on my own research, 1 concur with White's observation. 

The Question of Ciass 

The problem of social class requires some theoretical elaboration. In analyzing 

contemporary consumer cultures such as Japan, Clammer (1 997), a la Bourdieu (1 984), stresses 

that standard concepts of class and class identity need fundamental redefinition." In Japan, the 

emergence of the consumer-oriented, white-collar lifestyle in the late 1950s and early 1960s 

normalized a view that the country had become a middle-class society. However, the 

application of standard, quasi-Marxist notions of economic-class simply imposes on Japanese 

society a sociological category derived fiom very different social contexts (1997: 10 1 ; cf. Vogel 

1963; Steven 1983). 



A consumption class implies that differentiation through acts of consumption - a continuous 

activity of constructing the self, of relationship maintenance and symbolic competition through 

commodity purchasing -- has become the primary means of locating and distinguishing oneself 

in a society (Clammer 1997: 102; also Sahlins 1976). Thus, the tendency for consumption 

decisions to concentrate around a middle-class identity in Japan today can be understood as an 

indication that social reality is recognized on the basis of a large but nevertheless surprisingly 

structured range of consumption choices (i.e., things that are made available in the market). 

This is linked to similarity in income and the desire for homogeneity, a powerfùl cultural force 

in lapan. Moreover, the middle-class orientation of consumer behavior can be realized in terms 

of an act of differentiation within an actually homogeneous social category, which empirically 

takes the f o m  of symbolic competition over details of things purchased and styles that these 

things signifi (Clarnrner 1 997: 1 02). 1 argue that pop-id01 performances act as commercialized 

rituals that facilitate the habituation of symbolic class-differentiation among adolescents. That 

is, pop-id01 performances initiate adolescents into the value system of the Japanese middle-class 

in the narne of adolescent socialization. 

Gender Identities 

Another dimension of this problem of symbolic classification is that of gender, namely the 

social construction of femininity and masculinity, which have become one of the main themes 

in anthropology. Case studies demonstrate how the distinction between male and female in 

ideas, expressions and practices are socially and culturally constnicted, rather than given or 

innate in nature (e.g., Mead 1935; Rosaldo and Lamphere 1974; di Leonardo 199 1 ; Lancaster 

and di Leonardo 1997). 



Butler (1 990) presents a constructivist view of gender identity in which gender is seen as 

acquired through compulsory performance, or regulatory enactrnent of socially expected sexual 

roles, She writes: 

Gender ought not to be constructed as a stable identity or locus of agency frorn 
which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously constituted in 
time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of am. The 
effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, hence, must 
be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and 
styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. This 
formulation moves the conception of gender off the ground of a substantial 
mode1 of identity to one that requires a conception of gender as a constituted 
social temporaiity (1 990: 140, ernphasis original). 

By repetitively acting out one's expected gender role over time, driven by the need or social 

pressure to do so, her or his self becomes suitable for performing that role (see also Kolenda 

1988; Bonvillain 1995; Super and Sverko 1995). 

On the other hand, Smith's (1990a) sîudy focuses on how gender identities are inscribed as 

texts, or "lccal historicd organizations of intersubjectivity" that passes beyond the imrnediate 

moment of their CO-presence. In concepnidizing text, Smith argues: 

Texts enter into and order courses of action and relations among individuals. The 
texts themselves have a material presence and are produced in an economic and 
social process which is part of a political economy. Textually mediated discourse 
is a distinctive feature of contemporary society existing as socidly organized 
communicative and interpretive practices intersecting with and structuring 
people's everyday worlds and contnbuting thereby to the organization of the 
social relations of the econorny and of the political process (1 990a: 162,163). 

In this view, fernininity and masculinity are parts of a complex of actual relations vested in 

texts, rather than parts of a normative order, reproduced through socialization, to which 

somehow women and men are subordinated (1 990a: 163). 

Pop-id01 performances are manifested in various gendered audio-visual texts, such as 

magazines, posters, billboards, CDS, television commercials, dramas, cinemas, and stage- 

performances where female and male pop-idols strike ferninine and masculine poses. The 

process in which these stylized textual forms are produced, distributed, and consumed as 



comrnodified objects marks the reification of the gender-identity of adolescents in three main 

ways: 1) through repeated enactment of assigned gender roles, or articulation of sexualized 

images, as part of the preparation of texts by the performer; 2) repeated purchasing and 

appreciation (i.e., celebration -- including both positive and negative evaluations) of gender 

roles and images as represented in the texts by the consumer; and 3) continuous reproduction of 

the gendered texts in renewed forms by the producer or the industry as a whole. 

The Social Consiruciion of Ethnicity 

Following Barth (1969), recent studies of ethnicity employ cultural categories to create 

ethnic identities in social interactions. Whittaker (1 986). concentrating on the aspect of 

subjectivity and interaction, considers ethnicity to be a social construct. Ethnicity, she argues: 

is not a physical fact but rather is the product of consciousness shaped to see it. 
It exists as a tradition of culturai ideas mapped onto a population. These ideas 
assert certain kinds of agreed upon social facts which serve as a warrant for other 
things. Their use becomes routinized, repetitive and invariant (1986: 165). 

Thus, ethnicity cm be perceived as a cultural concept rather than a physical reality. Elsewhere, 

Whittaker points out the ofien overiooked role played by images and stereotypes in the social 

construction (or facilitation to be more specific) of ethnic identities. She writes: 

Taxonornizing according to ethnic origin is obvious enough, but what is much 
less quickly discemible is the plethora of images distributed among the ethnic 
groups. These images corne in the f o m  of tacit knowiedge built into each inter- 
ethnic encounter. More visible taxonomies are ernbedded in ethnic slurs and in a 
wide variety of ethnic jokes. The culture is particulariy rich in such stereosrpic 
knowledge and lore. It has been persuasively argued that one of the functions of 
stereotyping and joking is social control ... While this is no doubt an apt analysis, 
1 suggest that the activity in itsevposits a morally acceptable world by dwelling 
on the inappropriate. Stereotypes and jokes cary a panorama of the culture's 
"oughts." (1 986: 175, italics mine). 

Thus, imagination plays an important role in the construction of ethnic identity. 

Numerous provocative ethnographies look at the formation of ethnic identities as manifested 

in an inter-ethnic encounter in the light of symbolic practice where the way of seeing plays a 



significant role. Said's (1976) ethnohistoric account provides a rich view of the long-term 

process through which Orientalism developed as a result of European attempts to strengthen 

their ethnic identity against al1 cultures and societies that they classified as "non-European 

others." Taussig's (1 987) analysis of terror and healing in southem Columbia shows that the 

residents of the Andes shape and reshape their culture in ternis of multiple identities that they 

construct. They shift between traditional beliefs and folk rituals that have survived fiom the 

precolonial past on one hand, and modem, capitalist-oriented ideas and values of the 

neocolonial present on the other. Kachuk (1 993) discusses how three distinct ethnic groups 

evolved around language activism in Northem Ireland: those who categorize themselves as both 

politically and culturally Irish; those who see themselves as culturally Irish but politically 

British; and those who consider themselves as culturally and politicaily British. An edited 

volume by Stokes (1 994) provides a collection of articles demonstrating how music, as an 

e th ic  sound. is used by the people ofdifferent cultures as a symbolic instrument to identiQ 

themselves vis-a-vis others. Friedman (1990) discusses how ethnicity is manifested in tourist 

encounters and cultural comrnodifications in the age of ever-global capitalism. The process in 

which Les Sapeurs of Congo, Ainu of northem Japan, and native Hawaiians perform folk-like 

for tourists and invent folk comrnodities is perceived as a presentation of the collective self in 

the international socioeconomic arena In activating this process, native performers and artists 

recreate their ethnic identities and reinvent their traditions (see also Graburn 1984; van der 

Berghe and Keyes 1984). 

In her studies, Ohnuki-Tiemey (1 987,1990) shows that the Japanese have defmed 

themselves as a collective category through a series of contacts with the ourside world. 

Especially, their encounter with the "superior" civilization of the West in the late 19th century 

provided a profound, lasting impact upon the people's social life. With regards to the economic 

development of the country in modem times, she comments that: 



Japan's econornic success in fact derives not fiom a predominant "economic 
mentality," [a characterization seen in the predominant attitude in the West 
toward the Japanese,] but rather fiom the "symbolic" value assigned in Japanese 
culture to science and technology - that is, the embodiment of the transcendental 
other (Ohnuki-Tierney 1 990: 199). 

This emphasizes the significance of symbolism and in particular the value assigned to the 

Western science and technology in the construction of modem Japanese identity. 

Ohnuki-Tierney's and other studies (e.g., Russell 199 1 ; Rosenberger 1992a; Creighton 1997) 

are helpful in understanding how Japanese create varying racial categories and stereotypes. 

Manifestations include forms such as images of white fashion models on magazine covers, and 

a jet-black vinyl pet-do11 with big eyes and huge lips, known as dakko-chan, which became a 

top-selling toy for children at the end of the 1950s. These studies present a dual meaning 

accorded to foreign others in Japanese cultural history: that is, as bearers of highly valued 

innovation and lifestyle and an intrusive threat. They also expose the role played by symbols, 

including popular art-forms, in mediating (and reinforcing) the boundary between the Japanese 

self and the foreign other. Thus. monkeys, entertainers, movies suc h as Juzo Itami's Tanpopo, 

Tokyo Disneyland, and loan words function as marginal things or beings, or "ambivalent 

symbols," to borrow from Douglas (1966), that allegorically puri@ any material, idea, custom. 

fashion, and lifestyle that passes through the penneable national boundary to become part of 

Japanese culture (Rosenberger l992b: 1 1,12). 

The ways in which pop-idols domesticate foreign fashions and lifestyles is an important 

cornponent of my analysis. Indeed, pop-idols and their promotion agencies constitute 

themselves as agents of public socialization by virtue of their mediating function. They function 

as mediators between class and generation in tems of conforming young people of various 

social statuses and backgrounds to a unified value of rniddle-class consumption. Pop-idols also 

perform as mediators of gender in tems of providing role models for young men and women in 



reference to which they can practice partnership between the two sexes, and mediators of 

ethnicity in ternis of bridging the symbolic gap between Japanese and outside cultures. 

In Search of Pop-Idols: Thesis Outünes 

One of the first things 1 tried to do in my fieldwork was to find out who pop-idols were, or 

how people defined them. It soon becarne apparent that this was a difficult task. As one idol-fan 

turned manager concisely summarized, "In Japan, we al1 know who pop-idols are, but when you 

ask us to define them, we find it very dificult. We take them for granted, and do not think 

about it so deeply. They can be defined in many ways." A generai definition would be: Young, 

media-promoted personalities. Going beyond this required M e r  examinations of perceptions 

and behaviors of those who were involved in idol-related activities. 

In chapter two, I explicate my approach to the phenornenon in question, and conditions 

besetting this research. 1 will discuss the nature of the Japanese entertainment industry in which 

1 was situated, the kinds of people that 1 approached and with whom 1 interacted, the ways in 

which 1 interacted with my informants and gathered relevant data, and the obstacles that 1 

encountered. 1 intend to elaborate on ethnographic methods and ethical concems through these 

points of discussion. 

The purpose of pop-id01 performances is to provide the public with a series of role models 

for younger adolescents. While these are variably constnicted, they comrnonly deploy gender, 

sex, class, and ethnicity, which are al1 considered as significant themes of personality-formation 

(jinkaku-keisei) during adolescence. The relationship between pop-id01 performances and the 

formation of adolescent identities is discussed in two subsequent chapters of this thesis. Chapter 

three delves into adolescent themes that are perceived and dramatized by pop-idols and their 

producers; chapter four elaborates on how two of these themes, gender and sexuality, are 

manifested in the process of pop-id01 production -- particularly in the way id01 candidates are 
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packaged into desirable personalities. Ways in which young women are subjected to the overt 

foms of male discipline will be investigated, and mixed feelings that these young women have 

about conforming themselves to gender ideals, which are designed and enforced by the system 

will be examined. Parameters of what counts as acceptable and unacceptable imagery for 

female pop-idols Vary fiom one culture to another, or between individuals with different social 

backgrounds within a culture. 1 will investigate these parameters and their influences on ways 

adolescent femaleness is contested by producers and performers of the pop-id01 industry. 

Adolescence is a culturally marked period in Japan, and Japanese people consider this to be the 

penod in which individuals enter adulthood. However, as recent debates on gender in Japan 

demonstrate, adulthood is a shaky concept in and of itself. Different interpretations of the 

meaning of adulthood, thus, lead to different ways in which adolescent personalities are crafied. 

Chapters five and six will concentrate on practices and processes of promotion. Using style 

as a guiding concept, activities, events, and relationships that evolve around pop-idols' 

performing identities will be investigated by shifiing the locus of analysis fiom a specific pop- 

id01 (in chapter five) to the field of id01 production as a whole (chapter six). Tracing the 

trajectory of a pop-diva, Seiko Matsuda, in chapter five, delineates the nature of conflict 

between the performer's intentions and society's evaluations and expectations. It also reveals 

how a performer deds  with challenging situations as part of the mission to publicly establish 

oneself -- that is, the process that can be characterized as social drarna (Tumer 1982). Chapter 

six illuminates how this dramatized process is taken by different pop-idols and promotion 

agencies to distinguish themselves fiom each other. The symbolic cornpetition over 

individualized pop-id01 styles constitutes the field of pop-id01 production, which, from the 

standpoint of outsiders, is a differentiation within an actually very homogeneous social category 

of commercialized middle-class performance called idol-pop. Observations of fans and their 

supporting activities also suggest that idols encourage a sense of unity among its consumers. 



As studies of cultural globalization (e.g., Friedman 1990; Appadurai 199 1 ; and Miller 1997) 

show, consumption in the context of capitalist globalization is an act of widespread formation 

of class identity. With this in mind, chapter seven tackles the problem of performing-identities 

in Asia, considering the recent pop-id01 boom in many parts of this area. Consumerism is 

encouraged in many rapidly developing Asian countries such as China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

South Korea, and Vietnam, and there is a growing popularity of Japanese pop-idols in these 

corntries as weil as the production of young local personaiities who are cailed 3dols." Idoi- 

symbolisrn in these places is evocative of socioeconomic progress for an emerging middle-class 

identity, and this sense of progress is meaningfully associated with youth -- the future labor 

force of national and regional development. 

Analysis in this chapter demonstrates two perspectives that are inherent in the cultural 

hegemony of idoi-production: from the standpoint of Japanese promotion agencies, the 

emergent popularity of Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols in Asia reflects the expansion of 

the pop-id01 market overseas, suggesting Japan' s leading symbolic ro le in the world economy ; 

from the perspectives of nonJapanese Asians, this process implies the local formation of 

modem identities (ethnic or national) as signified by homegrown pop-idois representing 

socioeconomic affluence. 

Finally, chapter eight summarizes the implications of the idol-pop in undentanding the 

relationship between popular performance, identity formation, and the process of construcring 

selves. Sorne suggestions for possible future research are also given. 

Notes: 

1. The Japanese equivalent of the original meaning of "idoi" in English is g&6, which is a 
combination of two words: guwhich means "fabrication," and zdwhich rneans "image" or 
"statue ." 



2. In Japan, the family narne is written before the given name so that Ryoko Hirosue, for 
example, would be written as Hirosue Ry6ko. In this thesis, however, I will apply the English 
name order to al1 Japanese names. 

3. Here, I have in mind Turner's (1 982:23) concept of "comparative symbology," the goal of 
which is to "catch symbols in their movement" by contextuaiizing them in the concrete, 
historicai fields of their use by people (including those of the cornplex, large-scale industrial 
societies), acting, reacting, transacting, and interacting socially. 

4. There are also articles in academic joumds such as Journal of Popular Culture, PopuZar 
Music, and Popular Music and Society. 

5. In her cross-cuitural analysis of self and emotion, Rosaldo (1 984: 148,149) argues that 
Westem scholars tend to universalize their view of a desiring imer self, as separated fiom 
social control, without realizing that such selves are themselves social creations. She discusses 
the case of the Phillippine's Ilongots who do not distinguish private selves From social persons, 
and suggests the need for researchers to focus more on the contexnialized aspect of selfhood: 
that is, a sense of the engagement of the actor's self (1984: 143). In a similar tone, Shweder and 
Boume suggests that the tendency to abstract out a concept of the inviolate personality fiee of 
social role and social relationship (or a tendency to distinguish the individual from the social), 
is a Westem conception that is not shared cross-culturally. In many non-Western societies, self 
is often imagined as concrete, contextualized, non-abstractive, and apparently undifferentiated 
(1984:167,191,194). 

6. See also Edwards' (1989) study of Japanese weddings which led him to postulate that 
people's unions are based on the idea of the incompleteness of self. 

7. Singleton (1989) also discusses how parents demand the kind of disciplined concentration 
from their children as pottery apprentices in Japanese folkcraft tradition. Another well-known 
example of apprenticeship as the construction of self involving body techniques is Zen (e.g., 
S h i  1964,1965; Suzuki 1970; Grimes 1982; Preston 1988). 

8. Scott (1955) provides a similar argument in reference to Kabuki. Kata, in his view, is 
specified as the actor's speech and movements on the stage, although the term's rneaning 
extends to stage properties, costumes, and make-ups, which are not simply decorative 
accessones but are also necessary aids to the technique of the actor. These ornarnents frarne the 
actor into an established style (1955: 105). 

9. Hochschild (1983) highlights the issue of jobs that require employees to project emotional 
sentiments as part of the work expectations, where individuals put on a stylized performance 
against their will, or in contrast to their real feelings as a penon. For instance, airline 
stewardesses make themselves look nice al1 the tirne. Bill collectors, as another example, 
pretend that they are angry. Both cases do not reflect the actors' essential characteristics. 

10. Yoshida's (1 984) study, for example, reports that Japan's kodomo shij6 or 'khildren's 
market" constituted the gross product of 10 trillion yen (esthate) in the fiscal year of 1983. 
According to one of my informants, an advertising agent, this particular article inspired many 
people in the trend industry. 



1 1. White (1 99526 1-262) further notes that the mass media reflect the social leaming the 
young person expenences more directly in family, fnendships and school. Yet, instead of 
demanding the wholehearted acceptance of the responsibilities and behaviors that adulthood 
will exact, the media keep dive the notion that a young person can have a variety of 
personaiities, even a drearn. 

12. For critiques against the econornic reductionism as reflected in the standard, quasi-Marxist 
analysis of social class, see aiso Hall (198 1) and Laclau and Mouffe (1985). 



CHAPTER II - METHODS OF DOING FIELDWORK 

A field of production, as defined by Bourdieu (1993), refers to a social space in which agents 

occupying diverse positions engage in cornpetition for control of the interests and resources 

which are specific to it. These agents strive to win certain recognition and prestige in the field 

by means of various investrnent strategies (1 993:6). In the field of arts, for instance, each artist 

who occupies a position in the power structure promotes certain genres or styles as a means to 

distinguish. defend, and improve her or his work against coexistent works of other artists. 

Bourdieu contends that: 

the structure of the field, i.e. of the space of positions, is nothing other than the 
structure of the distribution of the capital of specific properties which govems 
success in the field and the winning of the external or specific profits (such as 
literary prestige) which are at stake in the field (Bourdieu 1993:30). 

Pop-idols and their promotion agencies themselves in economic and symbolic capital in order to 

compete with each other for greater public recognition or fame, and as such they can be said to 

constituting a field of production. 

With the discussion of performing identities in chapter one in mind, and in concurrence witli 

Bourdieu's definition of a field, this study will provide a detailed account of the field of pop- 

id01 production. In this field, ordinary young people construct their identities as they act out 

adolescent role models and commodify themselves in modem Japanese mass media and 

consumer society. These people and their promotion agencies attempt to secure their positions 

in the market (as well as society at large) and maximize the commercial profit. Thus, the ways 

in which this is negotiated between performen and their promotion agencies constitute the core 

of idol-based transaction and resultant social organization. 

This chapter will discuss the methods used to study the nature of pop-id01 performances and 

the formation of cultural identities in the Japanese entertainment industry. its first section will 



introduce the main actors in the field, and elucidate the kind of relationship that characterizes 

present-day Japanese mass culturz and consumer society. My stance as an ethnographer, and my 

interaction with participants in an often indifferent, cornpetitive, sometimes hostile, and always 

enigmatic world of Japanese show business will be considered. 

Ivy (1993) notes that in order to understand the development of an increasingly 

comprehensive rnass culture in postwar Japan, one must attend to the discourse on the masses. 

Such a discourse is created by the culture industry and enhanced by the actual objects and forms 

of consumption (Ivy 1993:242). Seen in this light, the final section of this chapter will explicate 

the methods used to investigate how people perceive pop-id01 performances and participate in 

their making. 

Idology: The Study of Performing Identities in the Japanese Entertainment Industry 

The Actors 

The entertainment industry in Japan consists of large and smail promotion agencies, media 

institutions, and a corporate network of manufacturers, distributors, and retailers. Like other 

commercial organizations in Japan, some of these firms consolidate into large industrial 

families, known as keiretsu, while others remain relatively small and independent ventures. 

Keiretsu usually include one large manufacturing company and a constellation of its 

subsidiaries, affiliates, and subcontractors (Clark 1988[1979]:75). The human resources in each 

of these institutions are divided into separate departments or sections whose roles include 

planning, production, marketing, management, and advertising. Positions within each of these 

areas are hierarchically arranged. Various marketing programs and public events are proposed 

by producers, authorized by administrators, and put to practice by directors, performers and 

staff members. 



Promotion agencies specialize in numiring the careers of potentiai stars. These agencies hold 

auditions every year through which prospective individuals are scouted, trained, and crafted into 

marketable commodities. Some lucky candidates are personally recmited into the 

manufacturing system, while hundreds of other candidates struggle through a senes of contests. 

There are over 1,600 promotion agencies striving to promote approximately 6,800 young and 

old personalities of both sexes, in addition to 300 duet- and group perfomers (Reng6 

Tsüshinsha 1995). These agencies also institute fan clubs, publish newsletters, and produce a 

wide variety of idol-related products, othewise known as b6idol-goods" (aidoru pzzu)  -- 

posters, calendars, postcards, key hoiders, breast-pins and stationery products (figure 2). 

Personal image is the single, most important commodity of perfomers, which is translated 

into a fee known as a "guarantee" (,gara), and the marketing of this image is the raison d ëtre 

of promotion agencies. Performers' images are subject to copyright, otherwise known as sh&o- 

ken (lit. "portrait rights"), whose misuse c m  lead to law suits by the protecting agencies. Unlike 

Amencan Hollywood where performers in show business act individually and make deals with 

agents for jobs on a one-to-one basis, the majority of Japanese perfomers are employed by 

promotion agencies through contracts. 

Contracts between Japanese perfonners and promotion agencies are called tarent0 keyaku, or 

"talent contracts." These include two categories: part time contracts (teiki keiyaku) that 

normally cover a penod of two years, subject to renewal; and full time contracts (senzoku 

keiyakir) that guarantee the performers' permanent employment statu. The latter is usually not 

established unless the agency and the performer are confident with each others' abiiities. While 

performers' abilities are measured based on how well they can perfonn and attract viewers, 

agencies' abilities are demonstrated in tems of how well they c m  numire their performers and 



Figure 2. A scene from a T6ky6 kiosk where young people gather to buy idol goods, 
including photos, fans, and stationeries 



acquire quality jobs. Unsatisfied perfomers may shift from one agency to another as long as 

they are marketable. In such a case, performers tend to adopt a new name. The business version 

of head hunting is a common practice for prospective performen, although restrictions and 

penalties, such as suspension and compensation, apply to headhunters. Together these aspects 

contribute to the cornpetitive nature of the entertainment field. 

Media institutions portray themselves as mediating agents between the two domains of 

production and consumption. In Japan, these institutions include more than 180 advertising 

agencies, 860 magazine publishers, 380 broadcasting corporations (of which 70 are local 

branches of Japan's national broadcasting corporation, the NHK), and 36 record companies.' 

These institutions focus on selecting, signifiing, ampliQing, and distributing what they 

consider marketable commodities. 

Media institutions create a social space for participants to interact with a common goal or 

s h e d  interest. As one advertising agent told me in an interview, these institutions provide a 

Frarne for performers and their agencies to advertise themselves, sponsors to advertise their 

products, and members of the audience to tune in and buy what they like. Nakane (1 970) 

defines a M e  (bu) as "a locality, an institution, or a particular relationship" that "binds a set of 

individuals into one group." It "sets a boundary and gives a comrnon basis to a set of individuals 

who are located or involved in it" (Nakane 1970: 1). The fiame offered by Japanese m a s  media 

is considered to collectivize producers, perfomers, staff members and consumers in the name 

of entertainment. 

Another function of mass media is to provide the public with stones (neta) that cultivate 

conventional themes, outlooks, and perspectives (Barnouw 1956; Barnouw and Kirkland 1992). 

In such a setting, pop-idols and other personalities become the topic (wadai) of media- 

constnicted narratives. Perfomers and their promotion agencies may engage in a love-hate 



relationship with the agents of the mass media, especiaily tabloid publishers. The sole interest 

of tabloids is to cover any story there is about the lives and activities of celebrities that may 

interest the audience (whether it may praise or scandalize those who are covered). For well- 

known performers and promotion agencies, reporters are sometimes srrong allies that reassure 

their prestige, and at other times unpleasant abusers of public images. For unknown performers 

and agencies that are struggling to become popular, these reporters are attractive promoters who 

hold the key to their success, but they are also dificult to convince.' 

Corporate institutions, which include the manufacturers, wholesalers and retailers of material 

products, sponsor public events and media programs, such as advertising carnpaigns, television 

shows and commercials. In exchange, they use these events and programs as a place to advertise 

themselves and products they wish to sell. In these settings, id01 personalities are hired as an 

allegoricd rneans to impress the audience, attract a greater number of people, and thereby 

magniQ the commercial impact. The willingness of corporate institutions to sponsor an event or 

a program is measured in terms of audience rating (or turnout) which motivates media 

institutions to produce publicly appealing programs, and promotion agencies to produce popular 

penonali ties. 

In producing popular personalities, corporate institutions ask advertisea to cal1 for 

applications from promotion agencies. Then, an audition, or the so-called konpe (an 

abbreviation of the English word "cornpetition"), is held in which the most suitable applicant is 

chosen and the guarantee is negotiated. The carnpaign period for a specific new product is 

usually one year. The guarantee paid to a promotion agency for hinng its performer during this 

period can range somewhere between 3 to 100 million Japanese yen, depending on the 

popularity and potentiality of the performer. The d e  holds that one and the same perfonner 

c m o t  be hired by more than one Company in the sarne industriai classification during the same 
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campaign period. Whether or not corporate institutions will continue to carnpaign for the same 

product, or hire the same performer, will depend upon the judgment it makes based on the 

product's sales. 

Although it is generally agreed that a currently popular perfonner can influence productivity 

through advertisernent, this does not always turn out to be the case. There are cases in which 

unknown performers became suddenly well known through advertising campaigns. These cases 

characterize campaign events and programs as an evemore incalculable but attractive arena of 

opportunities for promotion agencies. Among hundreds of corporate institutions that offer 

sponsorships, manufacturers of confectionery, toiletry, and electronic products are the foremost 

employers of young pop-idols. In a round table conversation with agents from a large 

confectionery Company and a vice-president of a large promotion agency, 1 was told that this 

was the case because "these products and personalities commoniy appeal to young consumers." 

Indeed, eating candies (and other fast foods), keeping oneself clean and beautiful, and 

possessing al1 kinds of digitized machines constitute a consumer lifestyle for young people in 

contemporary Japan. 

The Environment: Japunese Muss Culture and Consumer Socieîy 

Pop-id01 production and marketing are part of the commercial practices that characterize 

Japan's present-day consumer society. One may understand consumer society, for exarnple, as a 

society where the consumption of matenal objects, rather than their production, became the 

ba is  of the social order. One may altematively provide a semiotic definition of consumer 

society: a world imbued with a system of codes in which objects' functional values are lost to 

their symbolic exchange values (e.g., Baudrillard 198 1,l988[I 9681). Neither of these 

characterizations allow researchers to distinguish the current capitalist society from any other 
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society (including that classified as traditional, non-industrial, or premodem) in which the 

practices of material consurnption and symbolic exchange are (or were) aiso present. 

In this study, the term "consumer society" will be used as it is most widely understood by 

agents of capitalist institutions: a society in which the act of material consumption is equated 

with the consumption of fictions about one's socioeconomic status or well-being. Such a society 

is identical to what Haug (1986) calls "a commodity world of attractive and seductive illusion." 

In such a world, a plethora of commodified images and illusions shackle human desire for 

satisfaction, enjoyment, and happiness in life to a drive towards certain styles of conîbrmity. 

Haug writes: 

An innumerable series of images are forced upon the individual, like mirrors, 
seemingly empathetic and totally credible, which bring their secrets to the 
surface and display them there. In these images, people are continually s h o w  
the unfùlfilled aspects of their existence. The illusion integrates itself, promising 
satisfaction: it reads desires in one's eyes, and brings them to the surface of the 
commodity. While the illusion with which cornrnodities present themselves to 
the gaze gives people a sense of meaningfufness, it provides them with a 
language to interpret their existence and the world. Any other world, different 
fiom that provided by the comrnodities, is almost no longer accessible to hem 
(1 986:52). 

Thus, images become an important aspect of social order in consumer society. 

Fiction or illusion is used in its pragmatic sense: a socially constructed and publicly s h e d  

story that provides consumers with a meaningful repertoire of characters, relationships and 

outcornes that represent their present life-world (Barnouw and Kirkland l992:E). This fiction 

is not a fabrication as such. As Miyadai (1994) argues: 

By fiction [of a consumer society] it is not meant a 'falsehood that does not 
match with the fact'. Regardless of its consistency with the fact, it makes 
possible for one to feel 'Oh, my household is as good as everyone else's'. The 
reality of fiction is not a matter of whether or not this fiction matches the fact, 
but rather the fact that everyone who shares it believes in what it stands for. In 
this sense, a fiction accompanying the consumption of commodities is a story 
lived by the contemporaries [who consume these commodities] (Miyadai 
1994: 143, brackets mine). 



Through the consumption of fictions imbued in commodities, Japanese consumers l i n .  

themselves to other members of the society, creating personal linkages or a network of 

solidarity (see also Creighton 1994b:94). 

From the perspective of the Japanese trend industry, a consumer society consists of the 

masses (taisha, or the aggregate of consumers to which their marketing strategies are targeted. 

Some of my informants in the industry referred to their marketing activities as mas-control or 

iuishù-s&a, whose goal is to standardize consumer tastes and lifestyles through fictitious 

narratives and image-making processes. Indeed, the incorporation of population into a series of 

unifonned taste-groups is very much apparent in postwar Japan. According to Ivy (1 993), these 

groups were: 

appropriately differentiated in terms of gender and generation but much less so 
in terms of class or regional affiliation: company president, company janitor, and 
f'er alike came to read the same magazines, watch the same television shows, 
and own the same basic array of electric appliances (Ivy 1993:211). 

Moreover, as Yano indicates, the molding of desire by the mass media is more easily 

accepted in Japan than elsewhere, çuch as the United States where the influence of the mass 

media is ofien regarded negatively. Sust as shaping a tree by pruning is considered to be a 

traditional practice by which a greater harmony is acquired with one's surroundings, the 

molding of desire by the mass media is accepted by the majonty of consumers in contemporary 

Japan to be the purported teachings through which one presurnably acquires information on the 

needs, wants, and pleasures of the greatest number of people (or at least on what these should 

be). Thus, the media promotes greater harmony with one's social sunoundings. The acceptance 

of this molding or manipulation process is "a matter of course and even part of a cultural 

definition of maturity" (Yano 1997:337). 



In this social context, adolescents emerged as a population segment whose active 

involvement in the creation and recreation of customs and practices contributed to the market- 

dnven aspects of coming of age (White 1995:256). Adolescence is a marked stage in the 

cultural conception of the Japanese life course. Both Japanese adults and young people find 

adolescence to be the transitional penod between childhood and adulthood in which the ground 

is prepared for adult social relations with the same people who are currently one's peers. 

Commercial institutions skillfully manipulate the need for adolescents to socialize during this 

life stage as they facilitate the creation and recreation of an adolescent lifestyle or youth culture. 

Young Pop-ldols 

According to The American Heritage Dictionury (1 982:640), an id01 refers to 1) an image 

used as an object of worship, 2) a person or thing that is blindly or excessively adored, and 3) 

something that is visible but without substance. Throughout this study, pop-idols will be used to 

represent a specific group of adolescent personalities in Japanese show business to whom these 

aspects are attributed. The ways in which ordinary young people invest themselves with 

material support and symbolic power in order to become a marketable persona in Japanese mass 

culture and consumer society constitute the foundation of idol-based transactions and the 

resultant social organization. 

Pop-idols are young media-promoted personalities who sing, dance, and act in the theater or 

on stage, appear on television shows, and strike poses in fashion magazines and advertisements. 

They are distinguished from religious icons, cult leaders, and politicai authorities, although they 

share a similar charismatic function: a certain quality of an individual persondity by virtue of 

which he or she is considered extraordinary. Chaismatic individuals are endowed with 

supernaturai, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities, based on 



which they are treated as a leader (Weber 1978b:241). Living human beings whose excessively 

adorable personalities are manipulated for commercial purposes, pop-idols are "living 

character-comrnodities" (ikeru kyarakutaa shahin) -- subjective objects that feel, think, speak, 

act, and choose to conform or resist (Ogawa 1988: 12 1). Pop-idols bestow their willpower and 

effort on the creation of the adolescent lifestyle through images of becoming. They enact the 

role of adorable innocent novices that gradually transforrn into mature personalities. 

Given this context, the centrai concern of my ethnographic fieldwork, the main part of which 

took place in Tokyo between the fa11 of 1994 and the summer of i996, was to situate myself in 

the Japanese entertainment industry. 1 wanted to explore various strategies that individuals use 

to participate in the field of pop-id01 production, and trace this field's trajectory toward the mass 

culture formation in contemporary Japanese society. 

Other Genres cf Popular Performances 

Perhaps it is appropriate to compare the idol-pop with other genres of popular performance 

in present-day Japan to better understand its place in show business. To be sure, to say that idol- 

pop became a nation-wide phenornenon since the 1970s is by no means to ciairn it as an 

exclusive or dominant genre in present-day Japanese popular culture. In popular music targeted 

for young people, for example, idol-pop coexists with other celebrated genres such as folk, pop, 

new music, and rock'n roll. One may try to differentiate between these genres by making 

statements such as: "Folk and rock tend to be anti-commercial, whereas pop and new music are 

pro-commercial," "Folk is sofi, whereas rock is hard," "Rock powemil, whereas pop tends to be 

weak," "New music is more artistic than folk," or "New music is digital, rock is metallic, foik is 

analogue, and pop is vocal." These comments often encouraged debate without becoming points 

of agreeable knowledge among my informants -- especially in a climate in which the emergent 
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. 
idea of sound-fusion Lead many musicians to commercialize hybrid musical products whose 

orientations are un~lea r .~  

An alternative illustration, Miyadai et al (1 993) classifi the genres of Japanese pop-music 

based on the difierent types of communication generated between performers and their 

audience. This study, based on empirical research, examines how perfonners relate themselves 

to the music represented by the genre. Pop, folk, and new music, for instance, are s h o w  here as 

melodic narratives which portray certain aspects of social realities, whereas rock'n roll tends to 

invoke among its listeners a sense of escape fiom these realities. Furthemore, pop and new 

music are seen as a musical vehicle for "romanticizing realities" in a fancy way, whereas folk 

music tends to focus on ballads of sadness and solitude. Pop music is generally considered 

shallow vis-a-vis a more sophisticated form of new music in the sense that the listeners do not 

immerse themselves as much into the contents of songs. This is to say that pop listeners tend to 

appreciate melodies more than lyrics, while new music listeners value lyrics as much as 

meIodies.' 

Of particular interest for the purpose of this research is the suggestion that idoi-pop involves 

a kind of meta-consumption. That is, pop-id01 fans are more interested in the way they relate to 

their favorite personaiities through the act of consumption, rather than the essentiai quaiities of 

pop-idols that they are consuming. Whether pop-idols can sing well, or whether their songs are 

masterpieces, is not so much a concern for these id01 fans as how they can become part of the 

system of production, or how they can participate in the socialiPng process of young 

personalities. These fans engage in pop-id01 consumption knowing that they are consuming 

young, amateurish, and commercially fabricated personalities (1993:75). This has a significant 

implication for the present study in ternis of the investigation's focus: that is, on the cultural 



process as manifested in pop-id01 performances. Detemiining whether pop-idols are artistic or 

not, for instance, is therefore beyond the scope of this research. 

Fieldwork in an Arena of Idol-Production 

The Research Setting 

It would not take long for any visitor to Japan to realize that its crowded city streets are 

bedecked with advertisement billboards and posters representing young personalities that either 

mi le  coquettishly or strike shapely poses. Numerous identical images appear on the covers of 

popular magazines and comic books at which many businessmen gaze intently on their way to 

work, or children on their way to school. Television shows are full of similar adolescent 

personalities. Some lucky chance encounters, public events, or concerts would reveal many of 

these performers on stage trying to attract a large nurnber of adoring fans who scream and cheer 

at them -- however artless these performers may appear to act. There are even shops where 

young people and their parents cm buy photos, T-shirts and other consumable items feahiring 

their favorite pop-idols. My primary goal in the field was to speciQ the cultural implications of 

this popular phenornenon. 

My first glimpse of these scenes as a fieidworker in Tokyo (the city that was to be my home 

for eighteen months) led me to feel that youthful liveliness counter-balanced my general 

impression of urban Japan: a highly-industrial and highly-digitized space where workaholic 

clones run around like ants (not much more than functioning as cogs in an economic machine). 

Japanese people are oflen characterized as economic anirnals, but observing these textualized 

personal images of adolescents in T6ky6 and other bpanese t oms  led me to believe that there 

are human orientations to this socioeconomic mechanism. One of my fust journal entries reads: 



The whole city is lit up by countless number of young celebrities whose images 
emerge everywhere -- srniling at times, crying at other times, and showing anger 
at yet other times. However artificial they seem, these media-crafted images of 
young pop-idols supplement the impersonal atmosphere created by busy people 
rushing on the street. Each of these pop-idols has a name recognized by many 
people whether or not they are willing to adore them. The city itself becornes a 
festival ground where life is being celebrated, but celebrated through 
commercially produced images, fantasies and products. It reminds me of a local 
shnne where visitors and local people mingle together to worship one of their so- 
called 'eight million gods' lyao yorozu no kami] who are supposed to bless their 
lives. In the shrine, visitors draw oracles that are supposed to tell fortunes. They 
purchase various charms, icons and souvenirs fiom the precinct gift shops. 
Undoubtedly, these lively images of pop-idols and the luxurious image of the 
city they fantasize constitute one divine phase of the present-day consumer 
culture in Japan. This culture emerged out of the nation's postwar socioeconomic 
struggle like a shrine of sacred gods (October 28, 1994). 

1 thought, in this sense, that pop-idols create a symbolic landscape that might be called the 

"islands of eight million smiles" -- the landscape that complements the "islands of eight-million 

gods," which is the religious (Shinta characterization of the Japanese archipelago. 

TokyoT like other large cities in lapan, is a vast array of concrete houses' office blocks, small 

shops, restaurants, and supermarkets, traversed by streets crowded with people and roads filled 

with traffic. The h t i c  rhythms of late 20th century consumer culture mingle with the tranquil 

scenes of the traditional past, creating a sociohistorical enigma. Business districts and 

commercial centers stand side by side with places that are ready to provide businessmen with an 

exhilarating escape fiom the so-called 12 hours per day working regirnen, such as pachinko 

game parlors, night clubs, dance halls, cinemas, and other entertainment platas. 

T&y6 is where most image-related commodities are made, sold, and dispersed. Most 

perforrners, producers, writers and copywriters seek their jobs in this capital city, contnbuting 

to the city's reputation as the powerhouse of the modem economy and popular culture. As 1 was 

informed by a fiiend, "New trends, new brands and new customs al1 flow out of T&y& and 

they never end. Everyone everywhere tries to follow up on what goes on in i h is  city. Even if 



anythng new and exciting originates elsewhere, it is only when it goes through Tokyo that it 

becomes magnified as a nation-wide phenornenon. " 

Developing Rehtionsliips in the Field 

According to Olesen and Whittaker (1 967), participant observation is "a mutual venture in 

which reciprocal interpersonal exchanges between the research investigator and the actor resu 

in more or less mutually meaningful, well-understood, viable social roles" (Olesen and 

Whittaker 1967:274). Ways in which the investigator and the actors define themselves around 

the research roles and life roles (such as age, sex, social ciass and other non-occupational roles) 

influence the nature of interaction as well as the quality of data gathered. I repeatedly reminded 

myself of this view as 1 was developing my relations with informants in the field. 

A Japanese graduate student who has been interested in symbolic anthropology, I first 

became interested in pop-id01 phenornena in 1988.1 selected this topic for a term paper in a 

class 1 took as part of my Master's degree coursework at the University of Arizona. A former 

fan of Seiko Matsuda, one of the best-selling idol-pop singers in Japanese pop-music history, 

and a participant of pop-id01 concerts and fan-club events as a high-school student in Japan, 1 

had some consumer background in Japanese i d ~ l - p o ~ . ~  Yet, my knowledge of what went on 

behind the scene was minimal, and therefore 1 began thinking about approaching this theme 

ethnographically. Nevertheless, 1 was interested in the strategies employed by commercially 

motivated individuals, groups and institutions to promote themselves in the field of idol- 

production and more generally in the field of Japanese popular culture. 

To get a sense of what goes on in the Japanese entertainment industry, 1 made fiequent trips 

back to Japan between 1988 and 1992 to observe idol-related events and collect idol-related 

materials. A few bnef and informal contacts were made with writers and members of promotion 
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agencies, to whom 1 proposed the possibility of conducting academic field research on pop-id01 

performances. 1 was generally met with indifference. One informant said that such research 

would be very difficult because everyone in show business is extremeiy busy. He believed that 

nobody in the industry would intend to give a free interview to some academic who wants to 

reveal the inside story. I was also warned that some performers and agencies rnight be 

acquainted with the undenvorld. One informant suggested that it was best to stay out of trouble, 

as it is said in a Japanese proverb, "If you don't lay your hands on gods, there will be no curse" 

(Sawaranu kami ni tutari n a ~ h i ) . ~  Judging that 1 was not ready as of yet, 1 decided to pursue this 

topic at a Ph.D. level when 1 would be better equipped with ethnographic methods and research 

techniques. I thought that 1 also would have a better chance of being perceived by my 

informants as a qualified research expert. 

That day carne in 1994 when 1 completed my coursework. 1 was passed to doctoral 

candidacy, and 1 had managed to acquire some fellowship funds to fly back to Japan for long- 

term fieldwork. Soon after establishing a research base in T6ky6, I wrote a project profile that 

explained my research rationale. 1 faxed copies to two dozens promotion agencies that were 

listed in a phone book. None of these agencies replied. 1 then decided to cal1 these agencies by 

telephone to find out if they received my fax and if I could somehow get in touch with them. 

Sorne admitted that they received my fax and others did not. but al1 rejected my request on the 

basis that they did not wish to reveal any information related to their businesses to outsiders. 

Neither were my previous contacts helpfbi at ail. Those who 1 could contact agreed to help 

me and told me that they wodd get back to me, but they never did. Seeing me grow 

increasingly hstrated, my cousin who fiequently visited my place said, "These agencies get 

thousands of weird calls from strangen everyday, so it's quite natural that you dont have any 

luck. Besides, you need a middle-person in this country who can understand you well, t m t  you 

59 



well, and is willing to help you well by introducing you to her or his acquaintances in the 

industry. Why dont you look for such a person?" 

One person 1 failed to contact while doing my earlier surveys was Toshio Fujiwara (a 

pseudonym), a university student in Tokyo who was an organizer of a pop-music reseorch club. 

The club to which he belonged was one of many informal groups of fnendly students, othenvise 

known as saakuru from the English "circle [of fiiends]", that developed in d l  Japanese 

universities. Fujiwara's home telephone nurnber was given to me in 1990 by rny fnend who 

attended the same university, who asked the information center on my behalf thinking that the 

information might be helpful someday. AAer spending three months in the field without any 

contact, I pulled the number out of a file in rny dusty notebook and made a call. His rnother 

answered the telephone and instructed me to call back on a Sunday when he is usually at home. 

1 also learned from her that this key informant-to-be is now a producer and a marketing agent 

who works at a large advertising Company. His specialization was to produce a series of 

television cornrnercials and hire suitable personalities for that purpose. 

After a brief introduction over the telephone, an appointment was set on the first day of 

February 1995, at Fujiwara's office. He told me that something might corne up al1 of a sudden, 

in which case he would not be able to see me and would like to apologize. I remember being 

aware at this moment as to how dynamic and unpredictrible Iife in the corporate world could be. * 

After leaming that 1 was trying to conduct serious research at the doctorate Ievel that would 

introduce Japanese pop-idols to the academic community of North America, Fujiwara indicated 

that he would help me in any way he couid. He made a copy of his notebook where he kept 

name cards of his close acquaintances in the industry. He circled the names of seven individuals 

whom he would be able to contact without much dificuity, and handed me the copy promising 

that he would try to contact these people and inform them about me as soon as possible. 



Accepting his offer, 1 spoke to three of these individuals during the following week, and 

through them further contacts with many people in the industry were subsequently developed. 

They were fieelance writers on pop-idols, and a sociologist who is also a pioneer in Japanese 

pop-id01 research. These individuals provided me with a weighty introduction to what it is like 

to work with or around pop-idols in the world of Japanese show business. 

When 1 was not seeking contacts and interviews, 1 attended concerts and public events, 

whose schedules could be acquired from monthly magazines such as Gakken's Bornb! and 

Ticket Saison's Ticket Jack (more popularly known as tj). 1 also visited stores where id01 goods 

were being sold, and frequently kept track of television and radio programs in which pop-idols 

performed. Given a chance, 1 developed spontaneous conversations with people in the audience, 

staff members, and clerks. Al1 of this helped me reconfirm and visualize many of the things that 

1 was told from my informants during the interview. 

From April 1995, rny relationship with people in the industry evolved dramatically. thanks 

to the c o ~ e c t i o n  of helpful individuals offered by Fujiwara, and with a few lucky 

breakthroughs in my own attempts to contact agencies directly. My interview list totaled over 

150 individuals including producen, performers, staff members, fan-club organizers, and 

advertising and publishing agents fiom large and small companies. Many of these people 

provided me with materials they thought would be helpful for my research. They also invited 

me to concerts, and gave me access to back stage areas. Some producers and managers took me 

to their meetings and get-togethers to show me what went on in these settings, while others took 

me to restaurants, bars, and coffee shops for infornial conversations (figure 3). 

I attended and tape-recorded much of what went on in concerts and public events without 

any dificulty . As for meetings and get-togethers that were more pnvate, my chance of tape- 

recording was limited because they revealed confidentid business information and bad rumors 
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Figure 3. A sample memorandum produced by an id01 promotion agency, PTA 
Cornmittee, inviting the media to attend a press conference where their 
colliboration with my feldwork was announced (June, 1995). 



that my informants did not want me to put on record. Taking photos proved to be a much more 

sensitive issue. Most of my informants did not want me to bring my camera anywhere except 

events where taking pictures was allowed for the public. When 1 was permitted to take it 

elsewhere, 1 was requested to show the photos beforr 1 published them. Some inf'ormants 

requested me to credit their agencies if 1 were to use a photo or any material related to them. 

On one privileged occasion in August 1995.1 participated in an audition as one of seven 

sectional judges. There, 1 met Akio Nakamori, a distinguished columnist and a writer on the 

subject of Japanese popular culture as well as a well-known promoter of pop-idols. Afier two 

months of occasional long conversations and rapport building, Nakamori offered me his media 

backup for my research. He indicated his wish to "produce me as an idol-like personality" in his 

magazine columns, which according to him would make access to people in the industry much 

easier because everyone wouid know about me. His plan turned out to be a four-part series in 

SPA!, Japan's major business, culture and entertainment weekly. 1 first struck a pose with pop- 

idols next to his column (44/43 [1111511995]: front page). 1 then wrote a coiumn on the nature 

of my research (44146 [12/6/1995]: 1 50,152). 1 wrote another column demonstrating my case 

analysis (44119 [12/20/1995]: 140). Finally, 1 wrotc a column toward the end of my fieldwork 

that looked back to my experiences in the field (45126 [7/3/1996]: 164,165). As Nakamon 

predicted. rny subsequent contacts became much easier as 1 referred to my appearance in SPA! 

when I introduced myself. I was nicknarned in the industry as an "id01 professor." I even began 

to receive telephone calls fiom the media that either wanted to seek my advice on some 

promotional projects or write comrnents on the subject of Japanese pop-idols in their penodicals 

(figure 4). 

While al1 of this was pivotal to my fieldwork, it changed the nature of my interaction with 

idormants substantially. I was no longer received as a curious researcher fiom abroad, who 



Figure 4. A sample column by the author: Aidoru O tasiiite miru Nihon no shin-jidai 
(A look at the new era of Japon fhrough popidols), in Scbolar's 1996 issue of Ch zîmoku 
Aidoru Kanzen Data Book (The Dictionary of IDOL '96)(p.57). 



wanted to learn about Japanese pop-idols as such, but a comrnentator and an expert on the 

subject as well. Frequent invitations to auditions and stage performances led me to question my 

own authority. Did 1 know enough to proclairn my expertise? People in the industry did not 

seem to mind as long as they could use me as part of their story making (neta zukuri). Yet, 

some idol-fans began to indicate problems they had with what they considered to be rny 

authority. Even Fujiwara, who assisted me throughout the fieldwork, asked me what 

qualification 1 had to comment on pop-idols without a long-term cornitment and real-time 

expenence in the Japanese entertainment industry. In response, I published an article titled Whar 

anthropology can understand about pop-idols (Jhruigaku wu aidoru ni tsuite nani O shiri-eru 

kn) in the 1997 edition of Takarajimasha's annual book called Aidom Tanteidan (Pop-ldol 

Detectives, p. 156). I explained the difference between the emotional involvement of pop-id01 

fans with a particular id01 who they admired and my research interest in the cultural aspects of 

the id01 phenomena. 

My primary concem in the field was the possibility that my infamants would consider me a 

spy-like joumalist who wanted to reveal their secrets to a curious crowd. I traveled fieely across 

the boudaries of mutually competing institutions as 1 collected a variety of data that no 

journaiist or consumer had ever collected before. Indeed, 1 was boldly travelling across the 

media and business universe to reach the stars in the narne of social scientific discovery! That 1 

could be a corporate spy was a difficult accusation to rebut, but to avoid such an accusation 1 

presented a copy of my research proposal to al1 corporate representatives who 1 contacted. In 

this 1 explained that my interest was academic, not commercially oriented, and that my research 

would not jeopardize any agency or its membee. 1 also indicated that the anthropological study 



of pop-id01 performances would benefit the industry by providing a critical understanding of the 

symbolic significance of pop-idols as well as the cultural significance of pop-id01 production. 

From time to time, some of my informants asked me what my conclusions were or how 1 

was going to present the data 1 had acquired. 1 took these inquiries as a significant part of my 

interaction with infonnants, and gave them my thoughts about how 1 might sumrnanze them. 

Conversations that developed on these occasions provided me with a chance to get important 

feedback fiom my informants. In the end, the majority of people with whom I interacted 

accepted me as an academic who had a genuine interest in the study of Japanese popular 

culture. Many of them gave their precious time, energy, and sometimes even money, on behalf 

ofmy research. As for my part, trying to win understanding, trust, and support fiom my 

informants wûs a non-stop effort. The tension of maintaining a good image contributed to my 

daily exhaustion, dong with the need to catch up with various events in a highly competitive 

and unpredictable environment where things could corne and go very quickly and ofien without 

notice. 

Ethical Concerns 

To fulfil ethical requirements in the field, I followed the human-subject guidelines issued by 

the Behavioral Science Screening Cornmittee of the University of British Columbia. 1 prepared 

consent forrns for ail of my informants guaranteeing protection of their privacy, autonomy and 

confidentiaiity. M i l e  this placed the burden on the researcher in the field, many difficulties 

emerged in relation to the principle of informant protection. For example, 1 could not precisely 

defuie what privacy (confidentiality) and publicity meant. I was often confùsed as to where 

autonomy began and ended. There was no exact way of knowing whether my research was 

representing or harming the people being studied. 1 was not sure whether the research ends 



justified the means. I could not foresee whether there is a subject or an area that should not be 

touched in the first place. 

For instance, my fieldwork on the Japanese entertainment industry included the investigation 

of public perceptions of events that were considered scandalous: questionable sexuai conduct. 

illegal dmg use, undenvorld connections, mysterious accidents, death and so on. I neither 

sought nor was I informed about the authenticity of these scandals, as they were not part of my 

research interest. On the other hand, investigating the practices of pop-id01 marketing in the 

field's economic and symbolic power structures (i.e., the dimension of completion. domination, 

conflict, conformity, and resistance) was a necessary step toward the understanding of cultural 

production, not only in present-day Japan but also in the similar venues of consumer society 

throughout the world. 

The experts in managing images, impressions, and publications I approached in the 

entertainment industry were aware that they were risking a permanent recording of their 

accounts, and those who pyticipated in my research project were willing to take that risk. I used 

special codes in my fieldnotes and journal enaies to exclude al1 names and identiQing features. 

Al1 audiotaped materials were destroyed after transcriptions were made, and al1 identieing 

features in these transcriptions were codified. 

Protecting the pnvacy and confidentiality of my informants in the data presentation required 

some caution during the organization of th is  thesis. While much of the information given to me 

during my interaction with informants in the field was considered publishable, there was 

background information that was not to be released, and much fell in between. Regarding 

certain information, my informants wunted me to reveai and acknowledge their identities. Any 

information that clearly needed to go off record was indicated by infomants during my 

interaction with them in the field. 1 took ethical ethnography to be contingent upon the ongoing 

67 



dialectic of negotiation where what c m  and cannot be presented is discussed behveen the 

researcher and the people being studied at every step including the writing. 1 contacted rny 

informants whenever I could not detennine the propriety of publishing the given data.' 

Research Methods 

Participant observation, as canonized by Malinowski's pioneering works in the Trobriand 

Islands, is the predominant means by which anthropologists acquire their knowledge about 

people and their cultures.' Observation grounded in participation allows researchers to rise out 

of their armchairs, experience the social world, and investigate why and how members of a 

society construct certain social realities. There is more to the practice of fieldwork, however, 

than taking part in what people do. A simple premise that sharing ideas, emotions and 

experiences with informants in certain sociocultural contexts is synonymous with achieving a 

greater understanding of their culture or society is always contestable. Yet, given the critical eye 

of a researcher, contextual analyses c m  reveal things that people might not either realize or 

enunciate as a part of their culture themselves. Ethnographic field research, in this sense, is a 

way of understanding certain aspects of culture that might not be recognizable to the 

participants. 

To andyze culturd organizations and social relationships that evolve around the syrnbolic 

practices of pop-id01 production cntically, my fieldwork subsumed three major methodological 

approaches: observation, conversation, and participation. The distinction between these three 

research aspects is technical (or analytical) rather than actual. It helped me differentiate the 

kinds of information 1 could generate in the field. In reality, 1 did not sequentially organize my 

fieldwork into the three stages of observation, conversation, and participation, but rather 

amalgamated these into a dynamic, &ed, and muhially interactive approach. 



Observation 

Observation is a primary means by which the researcher can acquire knowledge about the 

people being studied. It is a subjective endeavor that depends upon the researcher's impressions 

and perspectives about observed phenomena, as well as her or his way of approaching the 

phenomena. A wide range of information can be generated through observation, fiom activities 

that take place in a confined setting to general Features of culture or society, or qualitative 

details and quantitative delineation. Every observation contains research issues that require 

some form of answer. One observation might lead to another and yet another, exposing the 

researcher to an infinite process of investigation. 

1 spent most of my tirne in the field attending concerts, public events, media programs, press 

conferences, official meetings and informal get-togethen. 1 used these places as primary sites to 

observe how my informants acted, or to confirm (or contest) what my informants told me 

during our conversations. My observations were not limited to these sites of interaction. A 

simple walk along the Street was a serious observationai activity on my part. For example, 1 

could direct my attention to the ways id01 posters and billboards were set up, and the ways 

people reacted to these signs. 1 also made frequent visits to retail outlets where idol-related 

products were sold in order to check out trends in consumer items. This, too, was part of my 

routine observation. 

Conversation 

By conversation, 1 mean a dialogue between the researcher and her or his informants that 

generates information beyond the limits of subjectivity. Through a series of conversations, the 

researcher can clariQ problems that emerge in the field and develop M e r  observational 



possibilities in the light of the informants' own words. Conversation evokes ideas, opinions and 

emotions that the researcher and informants have about themselves, their lives, their 

experiences, and each other. As such, it is a technique to facilitate a mutual search for self- 

understanding. It includes ethnographie interviews, but is not lirnited to any direct sequence of 

questions and answers. My informants often provided me with invaluable information 

informally rather than through a forma1 interview. 

During my eighteen-month fieldwork, 1 tape-recorded 172 hours of interviews with 84 

individuals, and hundreds of more hours were spent talking with these and another 80 

individuals. Of these informants, 68 were producers and promoters, 49 were pop-id01 

performers, and 47 were fans and general members of the audience. Conversations with these 

people ranged anywhere from a 30 minute, one-time interview to repeated get-togethers of 

many hours. With my native cornpetence in Japanese and my experience growing up in Japan. I 

encountered no language-related problem communicating with my informants. Yet, there were 

several apparent problems with communication at a sociolinguistic level. 

A typicai Japanese attitude, taken by the rnajority of my inforxnants, was for one to act either 

with ambiguity, reservation, indifference, or what Japanese wouid more precisely cal1 

"professed intention" (tatemae), that cloaked one's "true intention" or "real feeling" (honne). 

Japan is considered to be a society whose members tend to surrender (or at least tone dom)  

their individual opinions and interests in deference to those of the group or the social nom. 

E s  tendency is represented by the classic proverb, "The capable hawk would hide its claws" or 

nüaru taka wu tsume O kakusu. In such a social environment, it was difficult for me to develop 

a conversation at al1 with many of my infor~nants.~ Even if a conversation was manageable, I 

couid not confirm whether my informants rneant what they said unless I became close enough 



for them to eventually reveal their feelings. There were cases in which my informants told me, 

"1 said [such and such 11 before, but what 1 meant by that was [such and such 21." 

To compensate for this problem, I tried to contact the same informant more than once, and 1 

repeatedly checked the points that were previously made. 1 aiso raised the same research 

problem or topic in different conversational contexts so that 1 could compare the information 

between these cases. For each informant 1 met, 1 tned to build as much rapport as possible so 

that she or he could feel at ease when they spoke to me. It was also important to use observation 

and participation to examine the points made by rny informants during the conversation. 

Typical questions asked of al1 informants during an ethnographic interview were: 1) how 

deeply they are involved in idol-pop production or consumption; 2) their reasons for the 

involvement; and 3) the effects of the involvement upon their lives and their world. These 

questions generated official and persona1 information that contributed to my research goal, 

which was to understand the process of symbolic construction in a commercial field. In many 

cases, sirnply asking my infonants to describe their backgrounds or explain their relationship 

with pop-idols elicited greater levels of comfort on their part. This allowed them greater 

Freedorn to express opinions than when I asked questions about specific issues directly. 

Parîicipation 

Participation has many dimensions other than simply taking part in the native world. 

Participation is a method used to enrich ethnographic knowledge. It enables the researcher to 

seek and experience the local way of life, detemine her or his distance with the people being 

studied, and evaluate the significance of activities and relationships on the bais  of information 

that could and could not be acquired. Yet, several problems regarding the manner of 

participation arose during my fieldwork. For instance, 1 had to think whether 1 as a researcher 
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could adopt an existing native role, or exploit different roles. 1 also had to decide whether 1 

should falsify my identity or go honest, and question myself "to whorn and why?"e more 1 

managed to participate, the more 1 was able to adopt the insiders' points of view. Still, there was 

a danger of developing a bias and sacnficing critical analysis. After having had a chance to 

experience media attention, and as my identity as an outsider became evennore blurred, it was 

difficult for me to determine how much participation was enough. 

Clamrnersley and Atkinsoii (1983) warn that participation is not to be confused with going 

native. Ethnography by definition requires the researcher to rnaintain a social and intellectual 

distance with her or his informants, however he or she may engage in their way of life. They 

write: 

There is a sense... that the disengaged/engaged ethnographer may suffer. But this 
feeling, or equivalent feelings, should be managed for what they are. They are 
not necessarily something to be avoided, or to be replaced by more congenial 
sensations of comfort. The comfort sense of being 'at home' is a danger signal. 
From the perspective of the 'marginal' reflexive ethnographer, there can thus be 
no question of total cornmitment, 'surrender', or 'becoming'. There must always 
remain some part held back, some social and intellectual 'distance'. For it is in 
the 'space' created by this distance that the analytic work of the ethnographer gets 
done (Hamrnerseley and Atkinson 1983 : 1 02). 

This shows the importance of maintaining a certain distance between the researcher and the 

people being studied. 

Guided by this stance, I kept myself away fiom the informants for several hours everyday 

(usually at the end of the day) to reflect on my expenences, organize the data, and write up my 

fieldnotes and diaries. 1 also informed my informants of my objectives for participation 

whenever 1 adopted the insider's role. My right to participate was sometimes questioned by 

those who could not accept any participation by an outsider. When this happened, i did not 

hesitate to investigate their motives. 



Existing native roles that 1 adopted include a judge, an adviser, a commentator, a writer, and 

an idol-iike personality. 1 published my thoughts in popular magazines and examined audience 

reactions with the help of five publishen, participated in two talk shows, and experienced what 

it was like to be a popular personality for two sponsoring agencies. Both my informants and 

myself knew ail along that these roles were not intended to be permanent. 

Other Research Methods 

The study of pop-id01 performances in Japan also involved archival research. Many hours 

were spent at b y a  Soichi Bunko Library that held one of the largest collections of popular 

magazines and periodicals in Japan. Other sources included the archives of Gakushü Kenkylisha 

(Gakken), Shogakkan, Fusesha, Kodansha, Kadokawa S hoten, and Sun Music Productions. 

Since one of my research goals was to understand the relationship between idol-pop and a wider 

context of Japanese society and economy, 1 had to obtain relative source materiais that included 

demognphic information and socioeconomic analyses. The National Diet Library of Japan, or 

Kokkai Toshokan (the Japanese equivalent of the United States Library of Congress) offered a 

large inventory of these necessary materials. Various bookstores in Tokyo cmied materials that 

1 found useful in this task as weil. 

I made audio and video recordings of various television and radio programs, and live events 

on topics that were relevant to my research. Also collected were promotion videos that included 

a senes of 15 to 30 minute clips introducing pop-id01 profiles, songs, and advertisements. These 

recordings amounted to approximately 400 hours. Other data sources included nationai and 

local dail y newspapers, suc h as Asahi Shinbun, Mainichi Shinbun, Yomiuri Shinbun, H a h i  

Shinbun, Sunkei Shinbun, Nikkat Sports, and TaEyo Chunichi Sports, fiom which I cut out 



useful articles. 1 obtained fan club newsletters fkom three promotion agencies periodically, 

which helped me keep track of pop-id01 activities and fan reactions in significant details. From 

time to time, 1 invited my informants to my place, in which case 1 asked them to bring their own 

collection of pop-id01 related materials, provided they had these materiais. 

Al1 of these approaches and techniques contributed to the overdl aim of my fieldwork: to 

immerse myself in the field of pop-id01 production, and gather as much spoken and witten data 

as possible on the subject of symbolic cornmodification. Much of the analyses of these data 

under an organizational framework owed to months hllowing my return to the Department of 

Anthropology and Sociology at the University of British Columbia. 1 have subsequently kept in 

touch with key informants who continued to enrich me with information and source materials 

that they thought would advance my research. Thus, the anaiysis presented in this study testifies 

to a collaborative effort made between my informants and myself to explain id01 performances 

and the culture in which they are enmeshed. 

Notes: 

1. These nurnbers were taken fiom Masukomi Denwochô(Mass Cornmunicalion Telephone 
Book)(Senden Kaigi Shinsha 1995). 

2. During my fieldwork in Tokyo, I came across two settings in which the media treatrnent of 
public persona could be compared. The fust was a press conference held by a relatively small 
promotion agency, whose pop-idols were treated by a group of dozen media reporters with a 
constant silence. To my surprise, no reporter brought a camera, and whatever statement the clients 
made during the conference did not seem to interest any of the reporters. Only a few questions 
were raised during the entire hour in which the conference took place. The second was a press 
conference of a well-known pop-idol, who was met with many camera flashes, favorable 
greetings, and a number of questions from the reporting audience. 

3. McClure (1998), for example, tries to look at an ever-evolving aspect of Japanese pop-music. In 
this book, he identifies indies, metal rock, id01 race, dance music, club mU<, plue pop, rap and hip- 
hop, jam and reggae, ethnic pop, 0sakan pop, as well as rhythm and blues as the representative 
genres of the contemporary Japanese pop music. 



4. See Miyadai et al (1993), chapter two. 

5. Matsuda produced 16 number-one albums, 25 top singles, and more than $500 million (U.S.D.) 
in sales by 1993 (Kfidansha 1993 : 1286). 

6. The English equivalent of this would be "Far fiom Jove, far fiom thunder" or "It is il1 jesting 
with edged tools." 

7. This aspect of the ongoing dialectic of negotiation in ethnogmphic fieldwork is discussed by 
Whittaker (1 98 1 :445). 

8. See, for instance, Malinowski (1 922). 

9. In relation to this cultural trend, there is a strong emphasis on protecting everyone's face in 
public interactions. See, for instance, Lebra ( 1  976: 1 10- 136). 



CHAPTER III - THE MAKING OF ADOLESCENT ROLE MODELS 

Symbols serve both existentid and political ends. Though manifested in overtly nonpolitical 

institutions, and regardless of their arnbiguous ~ o ~ g u r a t i o n s ,  symbols legitimate the 

distribution of power within a social unit. At the same time, symbols integrate individuds into 

this power structure by cultivating selfhood (Cohen 1 WO[I 9791 :29). In this sense, symbolic 

beliefs are collective, and loaded with meanings and but ions .  They develop and maintain the 

interests of the group ( 1 WO[l979]:34,3 5). 

In the light of Cohen's definition of symbols, this chapter explores the relationship between 

pop-id01 performances. culture, and power. The power structure in question here is exercised by 

the id01 manufacturing industry as wel1 as its associates. The group represented by young pop- 

idols, the prominent symbols of contemporary Iapanese popular culture, consists of adolescents. 

Two problems are relevant to this discussion: 1) the problem of adolescence and how this life 

stage is perceived in Japan as a notable state of persona1 transformation toward appropriate 

adulthood; and 2) how members of the idol-manufacturing industry manipulate this social 

condition and institute themselves as agents of adolescent socialization signifying the needs and 

outlooks of young consumers. 

This study of the role the entertainment industry plays as a symbolic institution for 

adolescent socialization ties in with the anthropological understanding of rites de passage, or 

rites associated with various stages of the life cycle. In Van Gennep (1960), &es that organize 

the passage of individuals in accordance with the underlying system of social classification are 

shown to exist in many cultures and share common sequential features. These tites of passage 

mark individuals' separation fiom a previous stage, appropriate the behaviors of those who 

undergo transition, and incorporate individuals into the new stage. These rituai processes 

bridges the self and the society by ascribing individuals who undergo transition fiom one stage 
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of life to another to socially-appropriate behaviors and persona1 qualities. The socializing 

function of the Japanese pop-id01 industry is consistent with the role they play in constructing 

rituals that would coordinate the passage of Japanese adolescents toward appropriate adult 

consumers (cf. 0tsuka 1 989). 

During an interview 1 was told, "Make no fire, raise no smoke, and our job [as producers] in 

the [entertainment] industry is to create 'the fire of trend' (so to speak) that can inflarne public 

consciousness." This statement highlights a significant issue: the textual strategies employed by 

the industry to constmct adolescent role models, and their concomitant impact upon adolescent 

lifestyles. The discussion in this chapter will anempt to detail the ways in which pop-id01 texts 

are created and marketed in the name of public socidization. 

Adolescence and Socialization 

Theormg Adolescence: Betwkt and Between Childhood and Adulfitood 

Adolescence, or the period of transition From childliood to adulthood, has been widely 

studied in social sciences. In anthropology, a growing number of studies on conditions and 

expenences of youth in different cultural contexts have been followed on the heels of Mead's 

(1 928) pioneering work, Coming of Age in Samoa. These studies focus on social and cultural 

reactions to physiological changes that occur in individuals at the onset of puberty. They 

illustrate how these individuals acquire social, economic, and sexual behaviors through parent- 

child interactions, peer group relations, schools and other institutional means as they are 

initiated into adult society (e.g., Van Gennep 1960; Leemon 1972; Schlegel 1973; Condon 

1987; Burbank 1988; Davis and Davis 1989; Hollos and Leis 1989).' 

Researchers such as Wulff (1995b) recently began to focus more on youth culture in its own 

right by asserting the need to reconsider adolescents as creative agents. In this view, adolescents 
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are "producing something on their own which might not last in the long run but could still be 

significant for them at the time" (Wulff 1995b: 1,3). While this may fiee adolescents fiom being 

seen merely as the institutional objects of adult society, other studies warn against 

overempliasizing adolescent subjectivity. Any youth culture that may appear to emerge in and 

of itself often tends to be largely manipulated by adults who provide what they believe would 

appeal to adolescents (Schlegel and Barry 199 1202). Following Jourdan (1995), this study will 

proceed with the analysis of id01 symbolism based on the view that the adolescent life-world is 

most adequately perceived as situated within the dialogue between adolescent subjects and the 

social structure. Influencing and influenced by the instrumental forces of adult society, 

adolescents establish their positions, enact their roles, and fulfil their lives by "putting new 

meanings into the old shells" (Jourdan 1995:205). 

The prominent characteristics of adolescents, as demonstrated by researches in the 

developmental psychology of Europe and North America, include hormonal changes and the 

corresponding adjustments of self-images and emotions. The ability to objectify oneself 

intensifies during youth, facilitating self-reflection, criticism, cognitive discrepancies, emotional 

discomforts, and behavioral disorders (e.g.' Dusek and Flaherty 198 1 ; Leahy 1985; Higgins 

1987; Damon and Hart 1988). This characterization of adolescence as a "dis-eased" state of 

being, due to its ambivalent positioning between autonomous childhood and responsible 

adulthood, is carried on in anthropology by Schlegel and Barry (1 991). Comparing data fiom 

186 societies of non-industrial origin, Schlegel and Barry show that stressfid experiences are 

common to adolescents everywhere. They argue: 

Aithough adolescence worldwide might not have the Sfrurn und Drang quality 
attributed to it in some of the more florid 19th and 20th century literature, 
adolescence ... displ-s points of stress that may be widely characteristic of this 
stage.. . In small closed societies, adolescence is not just a penod of training for 
adult life; it is the t h e  during which the ground is prepared for addt social 



relations with the same people who are currently one's pees.. . It is likely that 
adolescents are aware of this as they struggle to cope with the social pressures to 
conform and ofien to excel(199 1 :43). 

This proclaims that some sense of social pressures and dificulties are felt by adolescents across 

cultures who undergo the process of transition from childhood to adulthood. 

However, gross generalizations about youth utilizing psychologicai concepts developed in 

modem, industrial societies of 19th and 20th century Europe and North Amerka, such as Hall's 

(1 904) "emotional turbulence" (Strum und Drang) and Enkson's (1 968) "identity crisis," are 

made untenable by ethnographie studies. For example, Mead (1 928) shows that, adolescent 

sexuality is characterized by sexual freedom and experimentation in Samoa, whereas it is 

characterized by sexual repression in the United States. Some anthropologists would not see 

adolescence as a duration period between childhood and adulthood as existing everywhere or 

throughout history (e.g., Whiting et al 1986). The conceptualization of adolescent experience in 

tems of life crisis is challenged within the field of Euro-American psychology itself. For 

instance, Maslow (1 962) considers the process of adolescent maturation as self-exploration 

rather than crisis (see also Marcia 1966,1967; Bocknek 1980). Above dl ,  life itself might be 

stressful regardless of its stage, and identi&ing one particular stage with stress as defining is 

questionable, at least anthropologically. Certainly, the literature indicates more. 

An essential task for the ethnographer of youth, then, is to examine how adolescents perceive 

and organize their world as they interact with each other as well as adults in a local context. It 

foilows that the analysis of adolescent phenomena must operate largely in tems of the 

culturally defined concept of adolescence. As Whiting and Whiting (1988) contend, the study of 

youth m u t  "remain as sensitive as possible to indigenous 'folk theories' of human maturation" 

(Whiting and Whiting 1988: xii). Thus, to investigate the particular manner in which 

conceptualizations of adolescents as a group affects the expectations and behavior of young 



people in that group become an important point of analysis for the ethnographer (Burbank 

1988:3,4). To this end, the remainder of this chapter examines how adolescence is 

conceptualized in Japanese society, and what role id01 performances play in afTecting the world 

organized around young people. 

Adolescence in Japan 

A variety of traditional rituals associated with the life cycle are practiced in lapan, and some 

of these rituals are characterized by the rnost ancient and pervasive religious influence, shintü. 

A set of rituals related to a child's birth, for exarnple, includes a narning ceremony in which the 

child's name will be written out and hung up in the prominent place of the house. The child's 

separation fiorn the pre-birth state is rnarked by the careful preservation of the child's umbilicd 

cord when it drops off (which will be kept in a box by the mother). Some families take the child 

to a local shrine to signify the child's incorporation into social life, while others hold a family 

gathering to celebrate the safe arriva1 of their new rnember (Hendry 1995: 134,135). 

There are rites that fomally mark the progress of a child through various stages of 

maturation. On the so-called Girl's Day (March 3) and Boy's Day (May 5) ,  many families set up 

tiers of shelves with various symbolic omarnents. These ornarnents include splendid figures 

from the ancient imperial court for girls, accompanied by small but elaborate accessories 

including palanquins and tableware, and miniature warrior armor and helmets, arrows and dolls 

depicting fierce heroes for boys. By setting up these ornaments, the families pray for the child's 

protection and good fortune. For approximately one month before Boy's Day arrives, huge carp 

made of cloth are set up over households with young sons. On the 15th of November each year, 

children of three, five, and seven dress up in traditionai gaments and visit local shrines to pray 

for M e r  protection and good fortune (1995: 135,136). Those who have reached the age of 20 
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participate in a public event, known as seijinshiki or "coming of age ceremony" on January 15. 

They listen to speeches made by the officiais about the upright citizens they are expected to 

become. They are then officially entitled to legai rights and responsibilities as adults 

(1995: 138). Other occasions in which rituals take place include mamage, years of calamity (the 

major ages of which are 33 for women and 41 and 42 for men), retirement and old age, as well 

as death and mernorial celebrations. In discussing these passage rites, Hendry (1 995 : 145,146) 

points out that they are part of the Japanese cultural system which classifies the life cycle into a 

set of intervals. Each of these rites marks the transition of the participants from one stage of life 

to another within this socially recognized and culturally shared system (see also Sofue 1965). 

"Adolescence," although a recognized life stage, is considered a relatively new concept in 

Japanese history -- perhaps adopted from the West in the process of modemization during the 

Iate 19th century.' Adolescence is considered in Japan today as marking the period in which 

individuals become awakened (mezameru) to the adult social reality. It is the stage of reiationai 

and dfective reorganization -- what Coleman (1980) would describe as severance of early 

ernotional ties to parents and experimentation with adult social (and sexud) roles. The Japanese 

word for adolescence, seishun, is literaily translated as "green spring" -- a plant metaphor that 

signifies the outset of maturation toward a full-grown adult in ternis of the sprouting of adult 

consciousness. Studies of Japanese youth show how this stage is understood by both Japanese 

adults and adolescents a life-stage in which prospective individuals are expected to progress 

into responsible adult social life (e.g., White 1993; Kawai 1994). 

Seishun and its derivative term seishun-jidai (lit. "Youthful period) also represents a 

romanticized community of high-spirited young people who undergo physiological changes and 

corresponding development of self-awareness. In such a community, personal anxieties and 

stresses resulting from the need to manage one's relationship with other people are overcome by 
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mutual support among fiends. A statement made by my informant, a university student in his 

mid-twenties, reflects this view. He argues: 

Youth symbolizes a 'contemporary rite of passage' in which one foms solidarity 
with peers, and shares various wonders, dreams, and tragicomedies of life with 
them. One can also overcome emotional difficulties that we al1 experience as 
'under-developed adults', and appreciate what it means to coexist with other 
people in this unavoidable and otherwise ruthless environment we cd1 society, 
which is full of hardship and loneliness. 

This indicates the value of peer solidiwity, or hnving a sense of mutual-support or fratemity of 

belonging, as part of adolescents' initiation into appropriate adulthood.' Seishunjidai is also 

known as shishunki, or the penod in which interactive young individuals become aware of their 

gender roles and expectations. Exploring sexual relationships through love afTairs, or having 

mating-practices with one's peers, bccomes one of the main thernes of this Iife-stage. 

Part of becoming an adult is to acquire the distinction between prominent cultural categones, 

such as professed intention (tatemae) and tme intention (honne), front (omote) and back (ura), 

or outside (soto) and inside (uchi). This enables the actor to adjust her or his behavior 

differently between the outward-public and inward-private realms of life. Both Japanese 

adolescents and adults share an undestanding that the gap between these two realms of life is 

an acceptable area of fieedom for adolescents to explore thernselves. 

. Maturation in Iapan rneans becorning publicly more responsible, but as long as one perfoms 

social duties well, private activities and dreams (such as engaging in hobbies and sexual 

pleasures) c m  deviate to some extent (White 1993:20). White refers to this ambivalence as 

complementary conflict, distinguishing it fiom the Arnerican perception of personal 

development which stresses consistent behavior and a single, integrated as the outward evidence 

of good quality. Thus, behaving differently in different situations rnay be considered hypocrisy 

for Arnericans, and many adolescents who tend to demonstrate this trait in the U.S. are treated 



as deviant, monstrous, or teen-problematic. Yet, such a behavior is more easily accepted in 

Japan (1 993:2O,2 1). 

For most adolescents, farnily and classroom contexts are considered sites where socializing 

skills are taught. Japanese parents and teachers place strong emphasis on perseverance, 

diligence, patience, cooperation, and group conformity to reinforce the sense of self-discipline. 

Adolescents are required to undergo intense competition in which their academic and career 

paths are determined on the basis of how well they perform overall in exams, whose scores are 

measured in terms of a grade-point-average. These conditions constitute family and school as 

part of the formai education system that beset adolescents with constant pressures (e.g., Lanham 

1979; Rohlen 1988; Dore and Sako 1989). 

In contrast, fiiendship provides a context where adolescents c m  seek refuge fiom the shared 

pressures of the education system, engage in private, non-institutionalized togethemess, and 

freely acquire skills to negotiate the hierarchical necessities of society (White 1993: 17). 

Friendship, in this sense, becomes a significant training ground for adolescents to socialize 

In friendship grounded in mass culture, adolescents are referred to as "infomaniacs" 

(infomaniakku), which implies that an intense focus is piaced on adolescents to negotiate an 

appropriate lifestyle through their interaction and the exchange of information. As White writes, 

Young teens in Japan are infomaniakku, 'informaniacs.' When they get together, 
it is to share the latest on their favorite pop-music stars, news on where to buy 
that great shirt, or what CD rental shop has a special offer this week. The young 
teen is intensely focused on being appropriate, and she negotiates the path by 
testing on fiiends what's learned in the media -- discovering who she is by what 
her fkiends like -- to Wear, to hear, to buy (1993: 14). 

Elsewhere, White (1 995) indicates that the trend industry is well aware of this adolescent 

tendency to share information between peers, and is prepared to manipulate it. She states: 



[Adolescence in Japan] implies style, aspirations, a way of thinking and 
behaving. To some it may imply the older notion of 'neither here nor there', the 
ch& hanpu limbo of 'betweenness', but the consumer industries have targeted 
these young people in a more specific way. The 'naming' of this 'stage' has thus 
outlined a category permitting, and indeed dernanding, divenity and slippage. 
Because of the speed of marketing, the case of Japan reveals the market-driven 
aspects of coming of age as well as the active involvement of teens themselves in 
creating new cultures and practices that then feed back into the market definition 
of adolescence (1995:255,256). 

T'hus, teens become an important consumer category in contemporary lapanese society. 

The outcornes of this were clrarly observed during my fieldwork in Tokyo. Taking pub 

transportation with groups of high-school students, for example, I noticed that information 

lic 

acquired in the media about "whatts pop these days" was one of the three rnost frequently 

discussed issues of their conversations.' Simply wdking down the street revealed the majority 

of young people dressed in a similar fashion. Most of the garnient designs and hair styles 

resembled those appearing in some of the latest issues of widely distributed fashion magazines, 

such as Non-No, An-An, Junon, Pupolo, Cm Cam, McSis~er, and Curie for young women, or 

Men's Non-No and Popeye for young men (figure 5).  

A survey amongst a group of IO informants between the ages of 18 and 25 confirmed that 

they use magazines and television programs as the primary sources of information. It was also 

revealed that these informants oHen discussed the details of what they leamed in these media 

sources with close fnends. Al1 10 of them also indicated that they fiequently handed on to each 

other the latest fashion magazines and popmusic CDS that they could get as part of their 

information exchange. When asked whether they were aware of the fact that they were being 

created by the media, answers were comrnonly "Yes." Answers to my subsequent question 

"Why are you so concemed about conforming yourself to media-created trends?" Uicluded the 

"Good fashion develops one's individuality out of a conventional style!" (25 year old female) 

84 



Figure 5. In a typical cover page of one of the most wide1y distributed fashion 
magazines, An-An, id01 pop-stars strike fashionable poses (January 13,1995). 



"Good lifestyle is socially appropriate." (22 year old male) 

"1 wanted to do things right." (24 year old female) 

"1 want to make sure that I'm not sticking out, even though 1 want to look cool." (22 year old 
male) 

"Itts embarrassing to stay behind other people." (1 8 year old female) 

These answers indicatcd that propriety and conventionality were important reasons for 

adolescent consumers to socialize. even in the informal domain such as fashion and persona1 

lifestyle. 

Thus. the introduction of adolescence as a Iife-stage in Japan's modem era provided a ground 

for new institutions (such as the family, school, and mass media) to develop and capitalize on 

the codification of noms that can become part of the system of cultural c~assification.~ It is in 

this s p e c t m  that pop-idols and their manufacturing agencies can be examined - as a cultural 

apparatus that constructs adolescent symbols and rituals. The pop-id01 industry employs cultural 

strategies that can create marketable images and styles of performance that appeal to adolescent 

tastes and represent their lifestyles. The next section will attempt to detail these textual 

charactenstics and strategies. 

Pop-Idol Performances as the Embodiment of Youth Culture 

Pop-Idols: Marketing Life-Sized Adolescent Cornpanions 

In Western societies, the possession and enhancement of high ~e l~es t eem is strongly 

emphasized via such notions as individualism and self-reliame (e.g., Hsu 1953). "The squeaky 

wheel," as the English saying goes, "gets the grease." In contrast, Japanese expect their 

rnembers to surrender, or at least tone down, their individuai opinions and interests in deference 

io those of the group or social nom, and discourage the practice of thinking too highiy of 



oneself. "The nail that sticks out," the Japanese Say, "gets hammered down" (deru kugi wa 

utareni). Essentializhg these cultural highlights, of course, dangerously misrepresents existing 

individual and group diversities within each Yet, studies in cross-cultural 

communications show that different sociocultural groups develop different communicative 

protocols that reinforce these behavioral highiights (e.g., Kond6 1990; Yamada 1 99Q7 

Popular celebrities embody this cross-cultural difference. In her study of Japanese pop 

music, Herd (1984) points out that most stars in Western countries are popular because of their 

outstanding phy sicd or persona1 attributes. Japanese pop-idols, on the other hand, typically 

depict images that are fairly standard: appearance, ability and charm that are above average, but 

not so much as to alienate or offend the audience. Pop id01 images are "just enough to provide 

their fans with the sense that they too can be stars if they try hard enough" (Herd 1984:77,78). 

Japanese allude to this charactenstic as tüshindai, or "life-sized." An id01 producer explained 

that the life-sized image of pop-idols helps produce feelings of solidarity and reciprocity. He 

By being 'life-sized,' pop-idols can harmonize with the audience, especiaily 
young fans. Also. to be 'life-sized' is to publicly confirm that pop-idols are not 
living in this world on their own, but together with people who are there to 
support hem and whom they are expected to support. 1 mean... everyone who is 
interested. Human relationships are what hold pop-idols in their place and enable 
id01 businesses to hc t ion .  Although idols are expected to become role models 
of some kind, and to represent the public in certain ways, this role cannot be 
accomplished unless they keep Pace with the people al1 around them.. . To be 
'life-sized', that is. They cannot run ahead too fast, or lag too far behind. 

Thus, pop-idols become trendsetters for adolescents. Through entertainment offerings, they 

continuously invoke in the rninds of young audiences the sense of doing things and growing up 

together. 

Playing on the needs of young people to socialize, life-sized pop-idols are marketed as the 

"personifiers" (so to speak) of an ideal girl or boy next door (tonari no onna no ko or tonari no 
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otoko no ko). They are chosen for their potential to become lucky stars representing their 

generation. Ogawa (1988) calls them "quasi-companions" (gijiteki nakama) who provide their 

teenage followers with a virtual sense of intimacy -- the feeling that affirms cultural emphasis 

on interconnectedness in Japan. This form of companionship, which signifies the position of 

each individual as part of a unified group, is also emphasized by popular personalities for earlier 

age groups. These include Power Rangers and Sailor Moon, who tend to corne in groups (of 

five), which contrasts with the North American television stars, such as He-Man or Batrnan and 

Robin, who are solo or in pairs, emphasizing individuality and coupling. In this sense, the 

companionship in pop-id01 performances can be seen as style one transfers from the earlier age 

groups on up. 

Ogawa contends that although the companionship which Japanese pop-idols emphasize is 

understood as artificial, impervious, and thereby realized only in fantasy, the intimacy it evokes 

c m  be as strong as, or even stronger than, that shared among school friends (1988:122,123). 

This is due to the fact that unlike real-life cornpanions, with whom there is aiways the potential 

for conflict and loss of fiiendship, pop-idols smile and appear to be friendly al1 the tirne. Unlike 

real people, idols never reject those who wish to approach them -- provided. of course, that the 

relationship is professional in nature. In short, idols never say "No" to their customers 

(1 988: 123). 

The performer's own inclination toward sustaining the image of the life-sized adolescent 

cornpanion is revealed in an essay by Rie Tomosaka (who debuted in 1992). A pop-id01 who 

has been characterized in the media as "genius" (temai), Tomosaka downplays her celebrity 

status and proclairns that she is, before anything else, an ordinary teenage girl.' For example, in 

the essay published as part of a book on pop-idols, Tomosaka States: 



I am ordinary. 1 rnay be much plainer than ordinary people. 1 am a high-school 
student who goes to classes when 1 don't have any work to do.. . 1 also shop and 
play with my fnends. 1 think that each person is different [in terms of his or her 
personal identity], but in my case, 1 don't seem to be much aware of the fact that 
1 am an entertainer or a pop-id01 ... Yet, 1 have many friends who work in show 
business, and they are al1 girls, unfortunately . . . Perhaps, the sad thing is that 
ordinary people do not treat us in an ordinary way. We, too, want an ordinary life 
and an ordinary romance, but we are not considered ordinary [by other people] ... 
That's about d l ,  1 think, that is not ordinary ... (Tomosaka 1997: 1 18,119). 

Like Ryoko Hirosue (whose cornmentary was introduced in chapter one), Tomosaka modifies 

the fame that puts her in an uncomfortably higher position by attaching herself to peer 

solidarity. 

According to Masahisa Aizawa, the vice-president of Sun Music Productions, the image of 

the life-sized adolescent cornpanion enables pop-idols and their manufacturers to "create and 

maintain an interactive space." Within this social space, adolescent consumers cm 

"continuously empathize in their sense of maturation with idols who undergo growth from 

inexperienced novices to experienced actors." Makoto Yasui, a former editor in chief of 

Gakken's monthly pop-id01 magazines, Bomb! (1 979-present) and Momoco (1983- 1994), 

elaborated on this point and said that one of the primary functions of pop-idols is to sympathize 

with the expenences and ernotions of those who are passing through seishun no mon, or 

"gateway to youth," by means of encouraging messages and performances. According to Yasui, 

pop-idols 

enact the role of compassionate partners who are capable of comforting that 
particular age group [of adolescents] . Wonders, tensions, emotionai arnbiguities, 
curiosities toward the opposite sex, a sense of conflict with society, search for 
the rneaning of existence, problems associated with romance. .. Pop-idols can 
share these issues with their teen audiences by expressing their own ideas and 
opinions about youthful experiences, thus providing their fans with a sense of 
communal ties, or... skinships [if you will]. In the process of growing up with 
these fuis, id01 talents themselves can attain skills and confidence. 



"Skinship" is a clever combination of "closeness" (symbolized by skin) and "kinship." This 

irnplies that the concept of the family tie is used as a metaphor signifying intimacy. By using 

this term directly fiom English, Yasui tried to indicate how intimate and empathetic the 

relationship beîween pop-idols and their fans can ideally be. 

The following excerpt from an essay written by Seiko Matsuda (figure 6) provides an 

example of the empathetic message offered by a pop-id01 to her fans: 

Seiko is so happy to meet you! As a singer and an 18-year old girl, f feel for the first 
tirne that 1 cm become independent. Please watch over me warmly forever! (Matsuda 
1980: cover page). 

Similady, Atsuhiro Sat6, a former member of a popular male id01 group, Hikaru Genji (1 987- 

1994), writes in his published essay: 

1 want to establish a persona1 position as a singer, actor and al1 else put together! Yet, 
diis may still be too vague to be called a dream ... Although 1 am still at a stage where I 
am working hard, please keep your watch over me. Let's continue with our spending of 
time together (Sat6 199 1 b:2 15). 

Both Matsuda and Sat6 build on their cornpanion statuses and cal1 upon the readers to 

empathize with their will to maturate. These short statements explicate the intention of 

performers to share their youthful visions and efforts, and thereby grow up together with the 

audience. Statements such as these that collectivize the maturation process are observed 

throughout many commentaries made by idols. niese statements contribute to the production of 

peer-solidarity that can facilitate communal progress. 

Activities designed to build and maintain intimacy between pop-idols and their audience are 

carried out to a degree and uniformity that has no apparent equivalent on the American pop-star 

scene. Japanese id01 duties include handshahg ceremonies (akushu h i )  that accompany stage 

performances, get-togethers with fans @n no tsudoi) where fans c m  tak  and play games with 

their favorite idol, public photo shoots (satsuei h i )  where idols strike poses for amateur 



Figure 6. The front cover of Seiko Matsuda's essay-book, M6lchido Anatu 
(You Once Again) (Wani Books, 1981), subtitled "1 want to walk along with 
you," when Matsuda appears to be meek and even eoy. 



photographers, known as "camera kids" (kamera km@, and periodic correspondences with fans 

by letter (figure 7). When idols release CDS and promotional videos or publish photo-albums or 

essays, autograph ceremonies (sign h i )  are held for buyers at retail outlets. There are also id01 

hot-lines for fans wishing to hear recorded idol messages or learn about upcoming id01 events. 

There are web pages where one can find out about an idol's place and date of birth, blood type, 

hobbies, and thoughts. 

Popular id01 magazines, such as Gakken's Bornb! and Mornoco, contain id01 photos, featured 

interviews and commentaries. followed by the reader's columns that consist of letters and home- 

made idol-cartoons. These sections together constitute a two-way communication between idols 

and their fans, in which the editors (or interviewers) act as a stand-in for the readers. These 

magazines contextualize an interactive space wherein idols can speak to the readers with solidly 

predictable advice about being loyal in friendships, hardworking at school, and holding on to 

the drearn about a special someone (see also White 1 993 : 1 23, 1 995: 266). 

Enthusiastic fans, known as "idol chasers" (aidoru okkake), follow their idols almost 

everywhere, awaiting the chance to have a close encounter. Those who prefer to be more 

organized team up as "cheenng squads" (ouen-dan) in order to encourage their id01 on the stage 

with choreographed cheers. Others create voluntary support groups, known as "supporting 

squads" (shin 'eitai), in the spirit of what one former member descnbed as "protecting idols 

fiom possible  danger^."^ Many of these fans are also critics, who, to borrow Kelly's (1997:77) 

expression, are ever vigilant for any slip or mistake by the objects of their adulation. They often 

send critiques to promotion agencies and publishers, or make cynical remarks in the letters 

addressed to their idols. Indeed, fandom is a peculiar combination of attachent and fickleness, 

of long-suffering patience and a demand for instant gratification: a schizoid condition that 

makes one wonder whose side fans are on (1997:77). Yet, dl of these practices are part of 



Figure 7. Fans and amateur photographers gather around their id01 and feel the 
togetberness in an event held on the rooftop of a T6lryo department store. 



producing an interactive space, matenalizing the imagined companionship, and thereby 

facilitating collectivity between idols and their audience uithin a controlled environment. 

The image of adolescent companion is manipulated by govemment institutions and private 

corporations in order to attract public attention. As already mentioned, pop-idols appear in 

cover pages of numerous fashion and lifestyle magazines, facilitating the desire of yomg 

consumers to imitate, and thus consume, the style adopted by their favorite pop stars (figure 8). 

Idols invite the public to buy certain products in television comrnercials and advertisement 

posters, as in the case of the NTT advertisement featuring Ryoko Hirosue mentioned in chapter 

one. Frorn season to season, some selected pop-idols perform as "one-day police offcers" in 

public safety campaigns organized by the National Police Agency, calling the public and in 

particular young people to follow traffic rules. Others partake in campaigns designed to 

promote public transportation. Still others participate in basebail garnes, and take part in 

throwing the first ball. The list of such campaign rituals is endless. 

On November 10, 1995,1 joined over 2,000 members of the audience in Saitamals 0miya 

Sonic City Hall, where the Drug Abuse Prevention Center of the Ministry of Public Welfare 

held an anti-dnig campaign. The "loss leaders" (so to speak) of this 3 hour convention were 

pop-id01 Tomomi Nishimun (who debuted in l986), id01 duo Wink (1 988- l995), and two other 

id01 groups. These personalities sang and performed on stage after speeches addressing the 

audience to "say no to drugs" were made by national and local administrators. A companion to 

this particular campaign under exclusive contract, Nishimura appeared in campaign posters and 

visited many conventions, including the United Nations, as "the young citizen's representative" 

(wakamono shimin dailryg. Nishimura's activities were documented and s h o w  on screen as 

part of the event, between speeches and stage performances. Al1 this points to the fact that life- 



Figure 8. In this particular cover page from the October 1,1997 issue of An-An, 
the catch phrase to the left of two pop-idols, Kyôko Koizumi and Go Kusanagi, 
reads "Want to sec, Want to know, Want to imitate: Everything About Pop-Star 
Fashions." 



sized public images of pop-idols are used as a symbolic means to direct the public 

consciousness to certain socioeconornic and politicai goals (figure 9). 

The Fantastic World of Cure Idols 

OAen associated with the life-sized image of pop-idols is another fundamental id01 

characteristic: cuteness. The "cute style," as it is called, encompasses pretty looks, 

heartwarming verbal expressions, and singing, dancing, acting, and speaking in a sweet, meek, 

and adorable way. The cute style is also expressed by a form of handwriting that consists of 

chubby rounded characters. These characters are written laterally and in contrast to normal 

Japanese script, which are wrinen vertically using strokes. They are generally considered by 

adults as a deformation or lack of discipline. Nonetheless, these characters appear in many texts 

with cartoon figures such as hearts, tlowers, stars, animals, and faces that resemble childish 

drawings (e.g., Yamane 1986; Otsuka 1989; Kinsella l995:222). Kawaiko-chan, or cute girls 

and boys, has become a synonym for pop-idols in Japanese, representing carefully crafted 

public personae that try to appeal to the viewers' compassion. According to Tetsuko 

Kuroyanagi, the former host of the prestigious Japanese music countdown prograrn, The Best 

Ten, people adore cute idols for their sweetness and pwity, which evoke the sense that "they 

should be protected carefully" (quoted in Herd 1984:77,78). Cuteness can be overdone, 

however, even in Japan. Young women who cary the cute style too fàr are called burikko (lit. 

"childish girl"), a mildly derogatory term that was first used to describe pop-id01 Seiko 

Matsuda. Burikko can also refer to the perception that young women often adopted cute 

behavior strategically to attract personal attention. 

The cute style is by no means a recent Japanese invention, but has clear historical roots. The 

Japanese word for cute, kuwaii, cm be traced back to its classical form, kawayushi or 



Figure 9. A cover of an anti-drug campaip brochure featuring Tomomi 
Nishimurn (1995). 



kawcryurashi, which appears in poetry and stories fiorn the premodem era. This term is also a 

derivation of kawaiso or pitiable, a terni that implies the vulnerability of the subject. The 

cuteness observed today in pop-idols closely resembles "sweet little girls" (otorne), or "cute 

Japanese women" Cyamafo nadeshiko) images found in books, magazines, advertising, and 

motion pictures frorn the late 19th cectury and early 20th century (figure 1 O).'' in fact, cuteness 

was considered the main feature of shgo, the term coined at the turn of the century to signi@ 

the not-quite-adult femaleness of unrnaniied girls. This contributed to the socializing policy of 

the modemizing state by afTecting an increase in the nurnber of years between puberty and 

rnarriage as a period of preparation for marriage (Robertson 1998:63,65; also Murakami 1983; 

0tsuka 1989). The young Shirley Temple may provide an Amencm example of the cute style as 

expressed in her nickname, "America's little darling." Yet, she was also recognized fiom the 

outset as an incredibly talented actor who could project a persona in her work. By the time she 

reached her teens, her cute feature no longer worked for her, it being considered inappropriate 

above the age of ten or twelve, according to rny American informants. The difference in Japan 

is that cutesy is considered acceptable and even attractive in older teens as well as in children. 

To express cuteness, pop-idols generally smile with bared (though ofien crooked) teeth and 

clear, sparkly eyes. Female idols tend to strike coy poses, while male idols adopt a more stylish 

or cool appearance (tigure 11). Female fans generally agreed that to appear stylish is what 

makes male idols cute; one female university student remarked that "the earnest attempts of 

young and innocent-looking boys to act stylish make them somewhat pitiful, and therefore very 

sweet." The autographs and hand-written letters of female idols often accompany cute animated 

figures including kittens and rabbits (figure 12). In order to emphasize cuteness, many pop-idols 

have dressed up in so-called "fake-child costumes" (buri-buri isba, resembling European dolls. 



Figure 10. An example of cute representation from the prewar period: 
Takaramika opera-star photo. 



Figure 11. Maruberudô's star-photos, featuring a typically cute female pop- 
idol, Saori Minami (left, debuted in 1971), and a stylish male pop-idol, 
Hideki Saij6 (right, debuted in 1972). 



Figure 12. Pop-id01 Noriko Sakai, aickaamed "Nori-P," and the animated 
character she created, Nori-P chan ("cutie Nori-P kid"), together make up 
part of the cute, fantasy world (from fan-club oewsletter). 



Although this fashion is considered to be outdated, female pop-idols still dress in a style that 

Japanese cd1 the "fancy looks" (fimshii), one which imitates Western fashions. Male idols also 

appear in "hip," cosmopolitan styles that, in the words of one id01 costume designer, "heiphten 

their attraction. " 

Another way in which idols comrnunicate with their audience is through the lyrics of their 

songs. Id01 songs are typically romantic fantasies, which dwell on the well-worn themes of 

being in love, hoping to win the heart of another, or physical desire, as demonstrated by the 

excerpts (translations) below: 

1 will give you the most important thing of a girl, 
I will give you the important thing that she treasures in her little heart, 
She has been protecting it so that she can devote it to someone she loves. 
It's okay to be filthy; it's okay to cry, for love is so precious. 
Everyone will experience it once: this sweet and bewitching trap 
(from Momoe Yamaguchi, Hito-Natszc No Keiken [One Summer Experience], CBS/Sony, 1974) 

I want you to believe in my love more tarnely, 
1 want to live with you, if 1 can... 
The time we are apart will raise our mutual attraction. 
#en 1 close my eyes, you are always there for me. 
(from Hiromi Go, Yoroshiku Aishü [Sorrow, With Regards], CBS/Sony, 1974) 

Oh, milky smile, 1 am taking a journey in your arms, 
Oh, milky srnile, please hold me tight with your tender love. 
(fiom Seiko Matsuda, Kuze Wa Akt-Iro [The Wind is Autumn Color], CBSISony, 1980) 

1 wanna do! I wanna do! 1 want your shy heart. 
1 wanna do! I wanna do! Isn't it okay to love you more? 
Let's dance in a party -- party for the two of us. 
Why are you crying, facing the window? 
We can't understand each other if we fear the anguish of love. 
(from Toshihiko Tahara, Koi=Do! [Love=Do(l, Canyon Records Inc., 198 1) 

GO, GO, GO! When the sun nean by, that girl and this girl will rush around. 
They are trying to win the hearts of their favorite boys. 
Wrapped in bold swimsuits.. . we are dl eager to do something before this summer is over. 
That girl and this girl, they are al1 our rivals 
( fiom Onyanko Kurabu [The Kitten Club], Osaki Ni Shirsurei [Excuse Me], Canyon Records 
Inc. 1986) 



My love, let's get together with our usuai fnends. 
My love, we are al1 concemed about you. 
1 am aiso lost in a labyrinth, ninning around with my anxious heart. 
(fiom Hikaru Genji, Dream, Pony Canyon Inc., 1988) 

Dropping one's eyes, cafe in the dream, it's a seduction of dry martini. 
Even my lips are hot now, because of you.. . 
Sexy music, in my heart, 
Sexy music, please ring, 
Sexy music, the sweet, 
Sexy music, melody. 
This mysterious feeling that is like an ardent love, 
Please change it to love in your m s .  
(fiom Wink, Sexy Music, Polystar Records Inc., 1990) 

On the other side of my telephone receiver is your voice, and my heart is hot. 
Dont grieve over your romance with her that you had lost. 
The bravery to open the door into the new world, 
1 want to send it to you faster than anyone does else does. 
That's right, try me, and there is a love waiting to wrap you up. 
Now, try me, although you can't wipe away the sadness. 
That's right! Try me, and believe me, who is looking at you. 
Try me more! I will give you a different dream for tomorrow 
(from Narnie Amuro with Super iMonkeys, Try Me, Toshiba EMI, 1995) 

These lyrical excerpts fiom smash hits, manged chronologically, are a small portion of a great 

many narratives epitomized by cute idols that provide adolescent consumers with romantic 

fantasies. Lindholm (199557) contends in his discourse on romantic passion that romance can 

be understood as a creative act of hurnan imagination, and more specifically a cultural 

expression of deep existential longings for an escape fiom the prison of the self. If this is the 

case, the narratives of cute pop-idols presented in songs cultivate the exotic and fairy world of 

imagination to which Japanese consumers who fantasize romance can continuously escape 

through their practices of id01 consurnption. 

It should be mentioned that these singers do not appeal only to love-stmck adolescents. 

Many pop-idols include arnong their fans people fiom various backgrounds and generations. 

Interviews 1 conducted have shown that many adult men like cute female idols because they see 



in them their idea of the ideal woman: a sweet, young girl who would make a good future wife 

and mother. For many young women, on the other hand, pop-idols serve to lead the way in 

terms of contemporary fashion and lifestyle, and to help foster feelings of peer solidarity. Many 

older Japanese favor cute idols -- fernale and male alike -- due to their fascination with youth 

and because pop-idols bring back nostalgie memories of their own younger days, when iife was 

yet full of wonders and possibilities. 

Pop-ldols, You th Culf ure, and Postwar Socioecon omy 

In her extensive study of women, media and consumption in Japan, Kinsella (1995) shows 

that the cute style pop-idols embody is part of a broader popular-cultural movernent that 

emerged in Japan in the mid-1960s. This movement expanded over the subsequent three 

decades, and reached a peak of saccharine intensity in the early 1980s. This was a period of 

economic growth in which the Japanese governrnent made an effort to transforrn the nation into 

an international economic superpower as well as an information society (jallo shakai). This is 

done by liberalizing financial markets, developing a variety of ambitious technological projects, 

and creating a consumer boom which has been dubbed the "bubble period" (bubble jidai). Many 

Japanese female consumers, with their taste for Western brand-narne products and international 

travel, were arnong the first to take advantage of this era (Moeran 1995: 1 1). In this historical 

context, young women developed their own culture, marked by the cute style that, according to 

Kinsella, refused to cooperate with the established noms or values of adult society. 

To be cute was to celebrate physical appearance and a social attitude that is "infantile and 

delicate at the same t h e  as being pretty" (Yarnane 1990:35' quoted in Kinseila 1995:220). It 

was a way of participating in the creation of an adolescent utopia in an affluent socioeconomic 

environment where people can be forever young, playful, child-like, and thus liberated fiom the 
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filthy world of adult politics. The cute style also generated a sense of nostalgia in urban 

dwellers, which harked back to an imagined rural past associated with childish simplicity and 

spirihial unity, in opposition to the alienating forces of city life. Kinsella argues: 

As [Walt] Disney romanticized nature in relation to industrial society, so 
Japanese cuteness romanticized childhood in relation to adulthood. By idolizing 
their childhood and remnant childishness, young Japanese people implicitly 
damned their individual futures as adults in society. Condemning adulthood was 
an individdized and limited way of condemning society generally (Kinsella 
199524 1). 

Thus, young people in Japan use the cute style to signal their resistance against adult culture. 

This aspect of resistance may not be stressed too fa, however, when one takes into account that 

the fema!e-led youth culture is directed by adults toward young women, or that material and 

social bases for the development of such a culture (e.g., Disney Land) are prepared by the 

industry people. What emerges as an anti-establishment in youth culture is cospted or 

reintegrated into adult society. 

In any case, it may not be coincidental that youth-oriented movements like the id01 boom 

appeared when it did in Japan -- at the height of Japan's postwar economic miracle. This was a 

time when years of hard work and sacrifice produced rapid economic growth, marked by the 

rise of the Gross National Product up to the second highest in the world after the United States. 

This economic growth gave birth to a new consumer culture fed by rising incomes and enjoyed 

by a new generation intent on differentiating themselves fiom their elden by not simply 

working hard but also enjoying the bits of their labor." 

This was also a period of rapid social change, with people moving fiom the countryside to 

the cities in search of jobs and excitement, and a tradition of three generations under one roof 

being replaced by the nuclear f@Iy. Add to this the stress and fast pace that accompany 

modem, industrial life and one has an adjustment period that resembles the growth years of 



adolescent, or what may be called "youth of a nation." Many Japanese people, and not just 

teenagers, were required to make the transition from older, established social boundaries and 

ways of life to an increasingly complex cosmopolitan world of contemporary urban life. Pop 

idols, themselves struggling to fuid their feet on the escalator of show business that packages 

their images of becoming, served as guiding angels for a population making a similar journey. 

By the mid-1990s, or the era of the so-called "post-bubble recession," the star of the cute 

idols was buming less brightly than it had at any time over the three previous decades. In 

October of 1994, the leading daily newspaper, Asahi Shinbun, announced that "pop-idols have 

been in a so-called 'winter period' for some time now." Many producers and magazine editors, 

including those I interviewed, were saying that pop-idols were becoming passe. In an interview 

1 conducted, Akio Nakamori attributed this to changed socioeconomic conditions. He argued: 

The times seek idols, and pop-idois lead the times. Since pop-idols syrnbolize 
the healthy growth of young people, and because they are persona1 
manifestations of the shared public desire toward growth, they symbolize 
national growth itself. The fact that pop-idols are socially demanded implies that 
there is a shared national vision toward growth. Where there is such a vision, 
pop-idols will continue to appear. This mutual relationship is the key. The 
current disintegration of id01 performances in Japan tells me that the Japanese 
have lost the vision of collective growth or the energy to move fonvard together, 
which reflects the current recession of Japan. 

As symbolic products of consumer culture' cute pop-idols signiQ the national economy. Their 

popularity is a measure of economic prosperity. 

Another explanation is found in the increasingly blurred boundaries between different genres 

of performance. While the fxst generation of pop-idols generally stuck to singing, in the 1980s 

and 1990s it has become cornmon for id01 singers to act, for actors to sing, and for both to do 

comedy and talk-show hosting. Adding to this was the appearance of a large number of pop- 

idols and idol-like personalities. Pop-idols becarne a rhetorical resource that c m  be applied to 

almost any genre or style of performances - professional and amateur alike -- as long as 



performen seemed cute. In the eyes of many, ail this has diminished both the commercial value 

and the level of expertise arnong pop singers. This led to an increased demand for, and supply 

of, more p o w e f i  and artistic performers, including new music artists and rock stars, many of 

whoh fa11 into a new and emerging category: the post-idol. Cute seems to be on the wane a bit 

as well, at least in pop music, as performers project a more mature and sensual image -- not 

unlike those of famous North Amencan and European pop singers. 

Many young performers themselves began to lose interest in the pop-id01 label, as one of my 

informants, a 16 year old female actor, told me in an interview: 

People c m  cal1 me a 'pop-idol' if they want, but 1 don't want to project myself in 
such a 'childish' fashion. My goal is to become a 'professional' singer like 
Mariah Carey or Janet Jackson. 

A president From a pop-id01 promotion agency, on the other hand, evaluated the pop-id01 

condition over the ptist three decades and said: 

Pop-idois were supposed to be professional novices, but now they seem to be a 
synonym for 'immature' or 'stupid' talents. i feel sad to see such a transition. 
From another standpoint, however, one can Say that the level of Japanese idol- 
pop has improved, and no longer can pop-idols sel1 themselves by being simply 
cute. This might be good. Whatever the case, the fate of 'pop-idols' wili dcpend 
partly upon how we the suppliers will present them [to the public], and partiy 
upon whether the people will continue to buy these cute, fantastic personalities. 
It al1 comes down to the simple business law of supply and demand as applied to 
the young people of contemporary Japan. 

His comment dernonstrates the need for pop-id01 suppliers to shape and reshape pop-id01 forms 

and contents in accordance with shifiing consumer tastes. Pop-idol performances, in this 

account, constitute an ongoing, dynarnic process of symbolic production. 

Summary 

Scholars such as Barnouw and Kirkland (1 992) argue that popular personalities and 

performances serve not merely to provide entertainment and earn money, but also to develop 
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and offer a repertoire of themes, perspectives, relationships, and outcomes. The public c m  use 

such a repertoire to make sense of the world. Japanese pop-idols certainly do this, and this 

relevance to the lives and new worlds of their audiences and in particular young fans is surely a 

key to their success. 

Pop-idols may not be the most talented singes and acton on earth, but their images continue 

to reflect the concems and drearns of their audience. They offer models of attractive lifestyles 

and fiiendship, make sorne sense out of how to bring together separate life forces such as age, 

class, gender, and sexuality, and substantiate adolescent identity as a socialization project. As 

long as pop-idols and their promotion agencies do that, they will continue to be a strong and 

profitable symbolic presence in Japanese popular culture and mass society. 

With this observation in mind, the subsequent chapters will turn to the cases in which these 

social, cultural, and econornic îùnctions of id01 performances are actuaized. . 

No tes: 

1. The study of adolescence and youth culture is abundant elsewhere. For detailed sociological 
studies, see Hall et a!. (1976), Willis (1 977), Hebdige (1979), Brake (1980) and Linden (1991) 
among others. In history, Ben-Amos (1994) offen an exquisite case study of the adolescent life- 
world in early Modern England. 

2.0tsulta (1989) shows, for example, that this stage was constructed as a social category under the 
impact of modemization (or Westemization) and in particular the universalized education system, 
led by lapan's Ministry of Education, during the late 19th century. Accordhg to &suka, coming 
of age was once a simple and quick process of transition fiom childhood to aduithood in Japan's 
traditional folk society. However, this was reformed into a spacious penod of pre-adulthood in 
which children were prepared for adult social relations through formal schooling. 

3. The idea that entrance into a mutual-support group or hternity is a significant part of initiation 
rites exists in other cultures, as in Afnca, Melanesia, and Australia. There are variations between 
these cultures in the duration and elaboration of hternity practices (Young 1965; Paige and Paige 
198 1). 



4. The other two topics included 1) descriptions of what happened to and around them recently; 
and 2) gossips about someone that they knew in real life. 

5. Otsuka (1989: 105), for exarnple, writes about the development of high schools for young 
women, known as jogdk6 or "girls' schools," in earl y modem Japan. He argues that modem 
Japanese society created "girls' schools" in order to isolate female adolescents fiom the rest of the 
society. Girl's schools prevent their s e d l y  maturating bodies from too free a contact with the 
opposite sex, improve their hc t ions  in accordance with guidelines set by the nation's 
administrative body, and prepare them for matrimony with appropriate husbands. Middle schools 
are shown here as a kind of institution established in the name of administering teenagers via 
cumcular prograns and activities. 

6. See, for example, Mourer and Sugimoto's (1986) critique of Japanese group models. 

7. Yarnada's comparative study of conversational styles between American and Japanese 
businessrnen shows different cultural expectations that Japanese and Amencan businessmen 
develop toward talk influence the way they actually talk: On one hand, the Japanese -- for 
whom talk is considered to lead to unreliable or mistrustful interactions that jeopardize 
collectivity -- employ non-confrontational strategies in conversation that use the mistmsted 
medium of talk in a way that still allows for speakers and listeners to reach collective goals. On 
the other hand, Americans - who try to express themselves and relate to one another through 
talk -- use conversational strategies that can enhance both individuality and collectivity 
(Yamada 1990253). 

8. The characterization of Rie Tomosaka as an ingenious idol-talent, is found, for instance, in 
the June 1 0th' 1997 issue of Weekly Playboy (p.6 1). 

9. According to this informant, the number of shineitai reached its peak in the mid 19803, 
paralleling the popuiarity of idol-pop singers at the height of Japan's bubble era. Though no 
longer active today, many of these groups were hierarchically organized with their own ranking 
of senior and junior officers. Some of these members were partially employed by promotion 
agencies as body guards and for other supportive activities. 

10. Detailed historicd studies on the image of cuteness in Japan have been conducted, for 
instance, by Ôtsuka (1 989), Akiyama (1 992), and Karasawa (1995). 

I l .  For statistics regarding Japan's socioeconomic growth, 1 found, for example, PHP Kenkyu JO 
(1 995) helpful. 



CHAPTER IV - IN TEE NAME OF SHOW BUSINESS: 
IDOL PERFROMANCES AND GENDER IDENTITIES 

This chapter will move fiom text to context in order to investigate how gender construction is 

exercised in pop-id01 performances as part of the industry's adolescent identity formation. It will 

examine the cornpulsory practices through which young female performers are subjected to very 

overt forms of male Ciscipline as they are crafied into marketable personalities who represent 

ideal-types of adolescent femaleness.' The idea underlying the discussion presented in this 

chapter is that gender is crafted. Gender is an achievernent, or a mode of enacting the received 

noms, which surface as the "styles of the flesh." Disciplinary practices produce a body, which in 

gesture and appearance is recognizably ferninine or masculine (Bartky 1 990:65).' 

Becoming a pop-id01 involves becoming an adored public persona who can win public 

admiration and thus be able to market the self in a commercial world where "the wimer takes 

all" (ureta mono no kachi). The analysis of gender construction in this chapter will focus on ways 

in which gender norms and sexual values are reproduced and used to attain prestige. It will also 

examine how the system of pop-id01 production exploits the labor of "wanna-ben girls in the 

process of appropnating contemporary gender ideals. For someone who is educated in a Judeo- 

Christian tradition of North-Amenca, the pop-id01 industry's subjugation of adolescent 

personalities to Japanese gender ideals may appear unhealthy, alienating, and even annoying. 

This impression is due at least in part to the difTerent cultural assurnptions that North Arnericans 

and Japanese have about gender and sexuality. With this in mind, part of this chapter will 

examine what counts as acceptable and non-acceptable imagery for adolescent femaleness for the 

participants of pop-id01 production in lapan. Concentrating on how female pop-idols are 

constructed as a cultural institution provides a means to uncover how young Japanese women 

üansform their selves as they are enmeshed in the ideological discourse on sexuality. 



This ethnographie analysis includes delvhg into the meaningful construction of the "cute 

style" that became the hallmark of pop-id01 performances and which made pop-idols the 

representatives of Cemale-led youth culture (see the previous chapter). However, since cute pop- 

id01 representations are overwhelmingly h e d  by men and imposed opon the young female 

performers to please the male audience, 1 question how female-led the culture represented by 

cute pop-idols tmly is. Moreover, the curent shift in the public preference fiom cute pop-idols to 

sensual post-idols reflects the era in which the male-dominated socioeconomic system is 

considered to be on the verge of a breakdown and restmcturing. This is a phenomenon known in 

Japanese as risufora fiorn the English "restoration." This is also the era in which women are 

becoming considerably more powerful and outspoken in the public sphere than ever before (onna 

no jidai or "the age of women"). My interest here is to investigate how these social changes and 

their perceptions are influenced and manifested in the way female pop-idols are packaged and 

sexualized as commodities to serve patriarchal interests. 

This investigation of the stylized presentation of adolescent femaleness in pop-id01 

performances also attempts to reveal the parameters of acceptable and unacceptable imagery for 

adolescents in Japanese society. These manifestations of gender are different from other cultures 

such as North Amerka. Content analyses of media-texts show not only that femaleness is 

portrayed differently across cultures but also that each culture has its own set of standards in 

portraying sexual images. For example, Japanese are s h o w  to focus on "cuteness," represented 

by premature images of femaleness, as opposed to a North Arnerican emphasis on a more 

matured image of female sexuality, represented as "sexy" (e.g., Takayanagi 1995). Yet, cuteness 

and sexiness are arbitrary concepts that cannot be classified as essential categories (for instance, 

some individuals may find a cute person to be sexy), and a cultural distinction based on these 

concepts is perhaps too broad. There is a need to focus more on the ways in which sexualized 

11 1 



performances are perceived and enacted by their actors. Thus, the focus on female pop-idols 

offers insight into understanding the current relationship between identity formation and gender 

reproduction in Japanese society -- especially with regard to the struggle encountered by young 

Japanese women as they grow up in a society where male and femaie gender roles are 

traditionally differentiated. The subsequent analysis will emphasize: 1) the perceptions and 

expectations that male producers have about Japanese femaleness; 2) how their perceptions and 

expectations influence the ways kmale pop-idols are crafied; 3) how female performers feel 

about playing the role of female models; and 4) how their emotions influence the way they act. 

Another relevant issue to be explicated in the current investigation of female pop-id01 

representation is the dialectical relationship between the pop-id01 industry and contrasting grass- 

root movements of identity-construction led by young women in Japan. The reaim of capitalist 

production in Japan has been dominated by a male, heterosexual epistemr. However, there are 

sets of cultural configurations outside of this rnasculinist system that serve the needs and 

interests of women and in particular young girls. Exarnples of this include movements and genres 

that are characterized as "girls' literature" (shao bungaku), "grils' comic" (shqo manga), "girls' 

handwriting" (shgo moji), and more recently "gal culture" (gycrru bunka)(Yamane 1986,1990; 

Otsuka 1989; Miyadai 1994; Kinsella 1995; Rosenberger 1995; Robertson 1998; Tanaka 1998). 

While the forma1 organs of capitalism are built around a masculinist mode of production, 

Japanese girls develop informal arenas of production by and for themselves. Informa1 arenas are 

not confined to young girls. For example, there are male subcultures built around expressive 

behaviors such as Lolita porn, cross-dressing, and homosexual flairs which have been largely 

suppressed or marginalized (e.g., Buruma 1984; Bomo ff 199 1). These arenas, however, do not 

stand by themselves, but are constmtly exposed to institutional forces which try to erode, 

manipulate, and appropriate them into the he te rosed ,  masculinist system of production. The 



current chapter will investigate some of the ways in which the pop-id01 industry operates as a 

hegemonic force as participants situate themselves in the ongoing dialogue with female-led youth 

subcultures and use these subcultures as sources for trend creation. 1 will demonstrate how young 

girls are transformed into personalities whose images are considered politically correct and 

stylish at the same time. 

The emphasis on how female pop-idols are produced will not provide sufficient understanding 

of gender reproduction in pop-id01 performances because there is also a construction of 

rnasculinity as manifested in the performances of male pop-idols. 1 planned to investigate how 

male performers understood the relationship between themselves as pop-idols and Japanese 

concept of masculinity, but Iack of time and contact prevented me from systematically 

investigating these research areas. However, 1 include the discussion of masculinity to the extent 

that the construction of female pop-idols involves the production of both female and male gender 

ideals. A projection of femaie image encompasses visions of the relationship between women 

and men, or statements about maleness in terms of what kind of women men like and why. Thus, 

1 will concentrate on ways fernale adolescents are projected by female pop-id01 performances, 

rather than scattering my perspectives by trying to expand on both male and female pop-idols. In 

doing so, 1 will analyze the implications of these images in reference to the available data. 

The first section of diis chapter will compare two cases in which I followed id01 candidates to 

training sessions and observed how they embodied two mutually distinct images of adolescent 

femaleness. Interview cornmentaries and conversational data that illuminate performers, 

producers, and audiences' thoughts on these distinct role models and their embodiments will be 

included. The second section situates these cases in a larger context: the social, economic, and 

ideological positions as well as the attempted positioning of women in Japanese society. 



Pop-Id01 Performances and the Images of Adolescent Femaleness 

Case 1: Contestations in the Production of Cute-Idois 

The group of female id01 candidates 1 studied intensively for a period of four weeks in 

September 1995 included four individuals who had just been recmited. Their first narnes will be 

introduced here using pseudonyms: Eri (1 3 years old), Miharu (1 S) ,  Yumie (1 S), and Mayuko 

(1 7). Eri and Mihani were recruited on the street -- the method of recruitment known as "street- 

corner scouts" (machikado sukauro). Yumie and Mayuko, on the other hand, entered the agency 

by winning audition contests. 

Ail four of these individuals had dreamed about becoming celebrities since they were little, 

and like al1 other performers 1 interviewed, they perceived id01 performances to be the first stage 

in their career-building process. Yumie's ambition was to become a "well-known idol-pop singer 

like Seiko Matsuda," while al1 others vaguely wanted to become professional actors. En  and 

Miharu were less dedicated to work in show business because such work was something they 

were asked to do rather than what they wanted to do. In contrast, Yurnie and Mayuko were fully 

dedicated to show business. This contrast had a crucial impact upon their attitudes toward id01 

performances. Playing the role of pop-idols provided E n  and Mihani with negative pressures that 

they were hesitant to take, while it provided Yumie and Mayuko with positive challenges that 

they were willing to face. 

The promotion agency to which these four individuals belonged was a venture that had 

speciaiized in pop-id01 manufacturing since the early 1990s. Their trademark was to promote 

typicall y cute po p-idols who are "pure, righteous, and pretty " (kiyoku, tadashiku, ursukushii). 

Eager to obtain greater public recognition, this relatively small-sized agency became one of the 

active collaborators of this research. Akihiko Nagabayashi (pseudonyrn) was a male producer 

and the main decision-rnaker in this agency. In his rnid-rlos, Nagabayashi has been in show 



business for nearly half of his life. He previously worked as an id01 manager and fan-club 

organizer. One of his assistants, Takeshi Komobuchi (pseudonym), specialized in voice training, 

while another assistant, Yoko Wakasugi (pseudonym), directed choreography. Both of these 

assistants were in their late-20s. The agency held concerts from time to time, where 

approximately 500 fms, mostly men who aged between 20 and 35, gathered. 

1 followed the four candidates to two to three hour training sessions that took place three 

tirnes per week in the evenings. Al1 four of these individuals underwent intensive voice training, 

followed by choreography lessons. These sessions took place in a studio that was located next to 

the agency's office space. While Komobuchi and Wakasugi instructed the trainees most of the 

time, Nagabayashi interrupted whenever he felt it was necessary. Nagabayashi called this 

interruption "quality control" to "rnake sure that performers can perform properly in the end" -- 
in the way he wanted them to perfom. Bunima (1984:68) notes in his observation of pop-id01 

choreography that pop-idols are choreographed, directed and drilled to such a degree that any 

spontaneity that might have been there to begin with stood little chance of surviving. This was 

exactly what happened with the four individuals 1 followed.' 

Embodying Adolescent Ferninini@ 

In projecting his ideai image of adolescent femaleness ont0 pop-id01 performances, 

Nagabayashi was specific about how performers should speak and act on stage. He descnbed his 

ideal image of femaie pop-idols as "pure-hearted and lovable young girls who can attract young 

men." When 1 pursued him as to whether he had any interest in targeting female audiences, he 

did not deny it, but said that such a concem was secondary. He said, 

1 specialize in producing fernale pop-idols who play a classically ferninine 
character. However, 1 am a man and not a woman. 1 will not be able to understand 
how women themselves really think or feel about their ideal role models. Even if 1 



could imagine that for a moment, my imagination would eventually deviate from 
what women actually think, like, want, and need. On the other hand, it is easy for 
me to imagine the kind of girls that young men prefer to go &er, simply because 1 
myself grew up as a man. Thus, my pnmary work is to concentrate on the 
production of female pop-idols who can be adored by male idol-fans. Of course, 1 
do not intend to reject female idol-fans who are willing to corne see our 
performances at d l .  

Thus, Nagabayashi focused on the production of adolescent femininity that can be marketed 

primarily to the male audience. 

In a two-hour voice training session, Nagabayashi required the performers to repeatedly 

practice how to articulate their voice with child-like innocence and enthusiasrn. This appeared to 

be difficult for al1 four trainees, because they were not used to singing and speaking in such a 

manner. With a guitar in his arms, Komobuchi played a tune and made each trainee sing a lyrical 

line over and over again until he thought it was enough, then asked the next trainee to do the 

same. Nagabayashi occasionally stepped in to push the trainees harder toward refining certain 

parts. The following excerpt is a typical example of how this interaction took place - in this case 

between Yumie (Y), Komobuchi (K) and Nagabayashi OJ) -- and how 1 observed each action in 

its immediate context (indicated in brackets): 

The Setting: Y practices how to sing with a microphone in her hands, K coaches the practice, and 
N observes the two fiom his seat at the back of the studio. 

Y: [sings a line] 'It's so wonderfui to fa11 in love, but it's dificult to be loved ...' 

K: Stretch out this 'loved' part ... Yes, that's good! Ahight ... Onto the next part ... 

Y: ' . . . When one wants to capture the happiness, it's so dificult not to rush ...' 

K: Good! Okay, that's it. Good enough. 

N: [looks hstrated] What do you mean good enough, Kornobuchi! Can't you tell that the 
'happiness' part is not articulated right!? Do it once more! 

Y: hai! [a humble confirmation in Japanese] 'Happiness' ... 

N: [looking histratedl The whole line, idiot! 



Y :  hai! ' M e n  one wants to capture the happiness, it's so difficult not to rush ...' 

N: Put more heart into 'happiness', would you!? Like 'happiness' . . . [demonstrates a child-like 
articulation] 

Y :  hai! 'Happiness' ... [tries her best to sound child-like] 

N: It's 'happiness' ... [demonstrates again] 

Y: happiness ... [repeats with a child-like smile on her face] 

N: Try the whole line again. 

Y: hai! ' When one wants to capture the happiness, itts so difficult not to rush. ..' 

N: 'Difficult not to msh' ... [demonstrates] 

Y: hai! 'It's so difficult not to rush ...' 

N: Too strong! Why canft you get the cuteness!? Itts 'dificult not to rush' ... [demonstrates] Try 
to be even overactive about it! 

Y :  hai! [looking a bit tense, she pauses for two seconds to take a breath] 'When one wants to 
capture the happiness, it's so difficult not to rush ...' [tries her best to sound child-like] 

N: Next. 

Y :  hai! 'Let's have the courage to Say 1 love you ...' 

N: '1 love y o d  ... Die demonstrates] 

Y: '1 love you' ... 

N: [3 second pause] Okay, go on to the next part ... [looks unsatisfied but leaves it as it is for 
now; signals Komobuchi to take over] 

Tensions filled the air during such an extensive drill, and aithough the trainees tried to keep 

themselves up al1 dong, they could not preveni themselves from putting a weary expression on 

their face toward the end. 

Choreography lessons centered on making predominantly ferninine gestures. Rocking the 

body back and forth, tuming the body left and right, rnoving the body in a bouncy way, and 



waving hands were some of the most noticeable features. Pensive poses and melancholic 

expressions were made when ballads were Sung. In these cases, the trainees held microphones in 

their hands and waved their bodies softly from left to right. In Nagabayashi's words, the 

bounciness signified youdifulness that bursts open (hajikeru wukasa) while the pensiveness stood 

for emotional instability ÿàcho fuantei). These, according to Nagabayashi, were the two main 

characteristics of youthful fernininity invoking empathy in the minds of the viewers (figure 13). 

One of my informants, an editor of a pop-id01 magazine, commented that the term "idol" 

could be interpreted as a combination of two English words, "1" and "doll." This, according to 

him, implies that the subject "1" becomes a doll-like object to be gazed at and adored by the 

viewer. Another informant created a pun associating the word "1" with ai that in Japanese means 

"love," thus equating pop-idols with "love-dolls." Yet, another informant thought that "-dolu part 

could be interpreted commercially as "dollars" in English, thus "1-dollars" or "love-dollars." TO 

become a female pop-id01 is, in this sense, to wrap oneself up in a bundle of toyed femininity 

designed by idol-manufacturing agencies to attract male consumers. 

Over the course of the four-week training, Eri and Miharu became increasingly frustrated. 

One day, Miharu came out of the studio with tears in her eyes as she was scolded by 

Nagabayashi for not getting the style right in spite of the long hours of practice. She 

subsequently recalled this event as one of the most unpleasant experiences she had had in her 

life. Miharu said that the gestures required by Nagabayashi made her look excessively shy, coy 

and subrnissive, creating a fake personality that was no longer heaelf, and she felt extremely 

uncornfortable about it. Eri, on the other band, got some sense of how to enact the cute character 

designed by Nagabayashi, but she also felt uneasy. She said, 

When 1 first came [to this agency], I thought that 1 could perform like those 
recent popular dancers who are more active and cool. 1 certainly don? want to do 
what 1 am doing now for the rest of my life! 



Figure 13. A sketch by an informant reprefienting typically cute pop-idol. 



The way in which E n  was trained to become an idol-personality did not meet her original 

expectation, and this reduced her sense of dedication to the construction of self. Both Miharu and 

Eri felt that their sexualized bodies and images were out of their control, but they could not do 

much about it because it was their job (shigoto dakara shikata ga m i ) .  

Wakasugi, who had worked as a choreographer in the promotion agency for some time, was 

sympathetic to the sense of discornfort felt by many of her trainees. She argued: 

Sometimes 1 feel bad because they [Le., the trainees] have to play the [ferninine] 
character that they don't really want to play. .411 of them face a struggle at the 
outset [of their training period] as they try to become someone who they have 
never experienced before. For those who are willing to overcome that struggle, 
however, there is a point in which they embrace the cute character as part of 
themselves. That's when they really grow. They becomc apparently more 
enthusiastic and confident, and their skills improve dramaticdly. 

This statement indicates that the candidates' willingness to compromise with the image of 

adolescent femaleness provided by their manufacturing industry influences the rate in which they 

acquire and develop skills. During the penod of my observation, 1 failed to see Eri and M i h m  

grow in the way Wakasugi described that some willing performers would grow. 'These two 

students continued to look uncomfortable most of the time, and even pained at times. Their 

motivation to embody constructed gender roles and sexud stereotypes was apparently much 

lower than that of Yumie and Mayuko, for whom performance on stage was conceived of as a 

great pleasure in and of itself. 

For Yurnie, adopting an excessively cute and child-like character was simply one of many 

tasks she expected to fùlfil in show business -- something she attended to senously and 

energetically as a part of her expertise. When 1 asked her whether she ever felt uncomfortable 

about her performances, she replied: 

Not really. It's my job and its sornething 1 enjoy doing very much. I eventually 
want to become someone who is adored by anyone and everyone. Please provide 
me with your support, too, as I will do my best to keep it up! 



This showed the association Yumie made between embodying the cute style and attaining 

prestige, which together constituted her identity as a performer. It also showed how motivated 

she was in partaking of this adolescent gender role -- she even tried to pull the researcher into 

buying her cute character! 

The situation was quite similar with Mayuko, who was somewhat mistrated about her current 

status in the agency -- not because she had to enact an undesirable character, but because she felt 

that she was not enacting the character well enough to deserve public attention. She said, 

No matter how hard I try, 1 just can't get the details [of cute gestures] right, but 1 
have to master them in order to become an adorable public figure and be 
successfiil in this world. 

The question 1 had for Mayuko, too, was whether she had any sense of resistance against what 

appeared to me as the enforced enactment of adolescent fernininity. As in the case of Yumie. 

Mayuko perceived it to be the necessary part of her expertise. She added that although she 

considered the constructed image of adolescent femaleness as somewhat exaggerated, it was not 

far off the track of her real-life qualities. She argued: 

1 think there are many qualities in myself, and being cute or child-like is one of 
them. It's just a matter of how well 1 can pull it out of myself. 1 would certainly 
act in a very cute way if I really wanted to win the heart of a man that 1 love. 
That's how 1 try to feel when 1 play the cute character. 

In sum, 1 found that performen had mixed feelings about embracing the crafted image of 

adolescent femininity. To the extent that these perfonners could accept the cute style as part of 

multiple identities that characterized their selfhood, and to the extent that they were willing to 

adopt it as part of their expertise, there was no reason to contest the image constructed by a male 

producer to serve the interests of male audiences. To the extent that the performers could not 

identi6 themselves with the sexist stereotypes of adolescent selfhood, the embodiment of the 

cute style was met with some degree of resistance. In the end, however, what held these 



performers in their place were the sense of prestige and the accompanying sense of duty that 

characterized them as professional entertainers. They were aware that acting in whatever ways 

their producer told them to would lead to success. Indeed, for some of these performers who saw 

themselves as having a meaningful life (ikigai) in the entertainment industry, compulsory 

practices were the first and foremost significant step in the process of developing the self. 

1s this what the mono "pure, righteous, and pretty" means? - that is, to mold oneself not only 

into a personality that does not tmly stand for herself, but also into an artifice that covers up a 

capitalist intention to compete and succeed in the market? M e n  I asked, Nagabayashi smiled 

ironically and said: 

You know, there is no such thing as puity, righteousness, and prettiness as such. 
Altematively, you should ask yourself to whom you would appear to be pure, 
righteous, and pretty. These are like colors ... you color them [i.e., the perfomers] 
that way to make them look provocative in the eyes of their viewers. Nothing can 
really be purely white, clean, or crystal clear. 

For Nagabayashi, purity, cutesy, and the like are al1 instrumental concepts or images that are 

useful in achieving his single, most important reason to direct a promotion agency: that is, to 

nurture marketable pesonalities. In his commercially oriented world-view, beauty and ugliness 

(or pure and impure) are two parts of a ying/yang that do not conflict with each other. This 

inseparability is a theme that reiterates through Japanese culture, and is cornrnonly observed in 

religious beliefs such as Shint6, Buddhisrn, and Taoism, as well as al1 sorts of craftsmanship 

(e.g., Suzuki 1970, Yanagi 1972). 

Case 2: Becoming Vibrantly Sexual 

The Okinawa Actor's School (O.A.S.), founded in 1983 by Masayuki Makino (bom in 194 1 

as a son of the leading Japanese movie director, Masahiro Makino), became the power-house of 

the new and emergent pop-id01 category, "id01 dancers" (dansu-kei aidoru). Performers who 



belong to this category are also referred to as "post-idols" @osuto aidom) who mark the era in 

which pop-idols can no longer attract the public by being simply cute. 

The O.A.S. gained nationwide recognition in 1995 with the successful debut of one of its 

former students, Namie Amuro, who became a leading figure in current adolescent fashion and 

lifestyle. Amuro was praised by the media as one of the most outstanding pop-divas of the 1990s, 

as the following example fiom the entertainment press shows: 

Looking around the [Japanese] entertainment world, one notices that it has been a 
while since pop-idols who could sing and dance [well enough] have disappeared. 
The rise of Amuro, the competent performer, would ... certainly provide a new 
direction (SPA! 3/10/1995: 14;. 

Many enthusiastic Amuro fans were referred to as " Arnurors." The so-called " Amuro style," 

signified by wavy long hair, sharply colored and thinly tnrnmed eyebrows, tight short pants, an 

exposed belly-button, and long high-heeled boots, created a sensation in the fashion and cosmetic 

industries (figure 14). 

As the result of Amuro's break in popularity, the O.A.S. started to attract hundreds of 

applicants.' Subsequent pop-idols From the O.A.S. included groups such as LW, SPEED, and 

B. B. Waves, as well as individuals like Rina Chinen. who together constituted the so-called 

"Okinawa force" (Okinawa-zei)( fi gure 1 5). 

In June 1996,I flew fiom Tokyo to the city of Naha in Okinawa to visit the O.A.S. and 

observe how the students would perfom. Japan is an insular country made up of many islands 

with the population predominantly on the four largest islands, Hokkaido, Honshu, Shikoku, and 

Kyushu. Okinawa, in the Ryukyu-Island chah, is peripheral to these four main islands. 

Okinawans have also developed their own distinct dialect and cultural traditions. In this isolated 

but media-attended locale, 1 conducted two intensive days of fieldwork in which 1 observed 30 

students, including Rina Chinen, the four members of SPEED, and six members from 



Figure 14. Namie Amuro, considered stylish and powerfut rather than sirnply 
cute (from the January 3110,1994 issue of SPA!, p.14). 



Figure 15. Sample CD jackets featuring id01 dancen who graduated from 
the O.A.S.: MAX (top) and SPEED (bottom). 



B.B. Wmes, undergo singing and dancing practice. Approximately 200 students attended the 

school at the time of m y  visit, paying the annuai fee of 2 10,000 yen. Students were mostly young 

girls, whose age ranged between eight and 22. These students were recruited through a series of 

auditions, to which they applied voluntarily, wishing to pursue their acting career. Makino's 

daughter and a former pop-idol, Anna (who debuted in 1987), coached the students with three 

other female instructors. Anna was also a former member of Super Monkeys (who debuted in 

1992), the original group of performers that included Amuro. For students who attended the 

school, however, Anna was a big sister, with whom ihey could feel familiar, rather than an 

officia1 instmctor and a former pop star. 

Dancing and singing practices took place in a relatively informal and fnendly atmosphere, but 

al1 students were very serious about their practices. Once Iessons began, their eyes turned sharp, 

their bodies were filled with energy, and their personalities transfotmed from shy teenage girls 

giggling during off-time conversations to confident dancers who concentrated on brushing up 

their skills (figure 16). Al1 students performed in a local public hall once every three months to 

demonstrate the fruits of their practices, but I did not stay long enough to observe these events. 

An O.A.S. secretary kindly gave me a videotape of one of these events, which I observed afier 

retuming to my research base in Tokyo. Actors in the recorded stage performance were as sharp 

Iooking as they appeared before my ryes during training sessions. Their performances were met 

with loud cheers From hundreds of people in the audience, who were mostly young men and 

women. According to Anna, these regularly held public performances were voluntarily organized 

by the O.A.S. students themselves. 

Makino stayed in his office next to the studio most of the time, where he met with guests fiom 

big industries and local bureaus to discuss business. He came into the studio occasionally to 

observe how things were proceeding, but he did not interrupt at dl. Small children who took 



Figure 16. A dancing practice scene from the Okinawa Actor'a School (June, 1995). 



dancing lessons were accompanied by their parents, who sat at the back of the studio to observe 

how their little ones perfomed. 

Empowering the Body through Dance 

The essential concept used by Makino to characterize his students was purity instead of 

cuteness. Yet, this was not often used in association with pop-idols. Standing in sharp contrast to 

the same word used by Nagabayashi, the Makino version of purity did not represent a form of 

adolescent femininity that was designed to primarily serve the interests of male audiences. For 

Makino, or Makino-sensei (Master Makino) as students called him, purity is the single, most 

important dnving-force in performance.' He argues: 

To be pure is to enable one's energy to flow from within, without any extemal 
constraint. It enables the actor to act from the bonom of her heart and her soul. By 
being pure, she can open herself to anything and everything, and give the 
performance al1 that she cm. It's the primary step in becoming a professional 
actor. 

Thus, Makino's idea of purity is an active concept used to signifj actors' subjectivity, or the 

sentiment of acting with al1 one's being, rather than the term used to represent an objectified self. 

When I asked Makino as to how this idea of purity compared to the image of the so-called cute 

idols, he said: 

In my opinion, the puity associated with the so-cailed 'cute-idols' is a made-up 
image. It's made for the actors to put on a childish act and fake themselves in 
order to attract boys' attention and be marketable to them. In my view, rhis is far 
fiom being 'pure'. To be 'pure' is to listen to your own heartbeat and your own 
rhythm of life. It has nothing to do with becoming someone else that you don't 
ofiginally intend to become ... Dancing and singing do not consist of techniques 
that you are, or ought to be, forced to memorize by someone else. Surely, you cm 
acquire some of these acting skills through [compulsory] training, but your own 
beat is not something you can acquire fiom someone else. You have to be 
yourself, and you have to rely on your own senses and be able to develop the beat 
that is yours. That's why you need to be 'pure', that is to be honest to your senses. 



This indicates Makino's distinction between the pure self which enables the actors to empty their 

rnind in order to absorb the essentials of performance and that used more generally in the pop- 

id01 industry to signify the pretense of innocence. 

1 then wondered about the role of dancing lessons at O.A.S.: whether these lessons were 

compulsory practices that molded students' personality into the Makino version of adolescent 

innocence, which, after d l ,  was another constructed image. When 1 asked Makino about this 

point, he smiled gnmly and replied: 

Dancing lessons are sirnply designed to facilitate the students' energies that tlow 
From within. Acting school provides a space where these students can get 
together, encourage each other, and direct their own senses toward developing 
specific styles of performance within the context of mutual support and 
encouragement. 

Apparently, Makino did not see dancing lessons as compulsory practice, but more as an 

instrument for the students to develop themselves in their own creative way. They provided a 

common ground for these students to stand together and dedicate their karts, souls, and bodies 

to persona1 transformation -- toward becoming a tdented performer. 

Lessons were organized into five levels, of which the first level was designed for beginners. 

Members in each level met twice a week: Saturday for voice training, and Sunday to practice 

singing and dancing. In voice training, students lined up in the mirrored studio, put their 

strengths into their bellies, and sang sol-fa as loud as they could for about one hour. In dancing 

and singing practices, students spent the first thirty minutes repeating basic voice training, 

followed by one hour of moving and shaking their bodies rhythmically. Dancing could be 

practiced in a fiee style, so every student invented her own way of moving the body. - 

Anna and other instmctors taught basic dancing skills, such as how to make steps or tum the 

body around, but there was no choreography in any strict sense as in the case of Nagabayashi's 

promotion agency. Al1 students ovenvhelrned me with their enthusiasm, and the heat generathg 
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fiom their bodies heightened the temperature of the studio that was already hot and steamy fiom 

Okinawa's more tropical climate. Because there was no air conditioner in the studio, students 

were dripping with sweat, but everyone thought that they were "having a good sweat" (ii use o 

b i t e  iru). 

Every student had a good reason to be there. A mernber of B.B. Waves, for instance, told me 

that she was a high-school drop out who had no idea what she wanted to do with her life until she 

came to the O.A.S. and gained her self-esteem via dancing. She continued: 

1 could be wandering out on the street without anything to do if 1 wouldn't be here. 
1 could have even died on the street. What I leamed here gave me a lot of 
confidence. 1 leamed how to believe in myself and my abilities. 1 can work hard 
now, and really enjoy what I am doing. 1 feel like I am ready to challenge 
whatever trial of life that cornes ahead! 

For this informant, the O.A.S. and its style provided a pathway toward maturity. 

Another student felt that the spirit of dancing helped empower her academic life and improve 

her grades in high school: shc could concentrate on homework and prepare for examinations with 

a greater sense of confidence. The mother of a 12 year-old student, wanting her daughter to 

acquire something meaningful in life, decided to take the daughter to the O.A.S. when she heard 

of its good reputation. She said that both she and her husband were very happy that their 

daughter could acquire dancing skills and confidence in an encouraging environment. 

As part of the lesson, each student selected her favorite Song fiom the list of choices (which 

consisted mostly of Arnuro, W, and B. B. Wavesk songs), and sang it in fiont of the group. 

Others chorused the selected Song at the back. Every Song in the list was up beat, and al1 students 

chorused each Song as they raised their voices vigorously. The following lyrical excerpts are 

taken from two of the most favored, most frequently selected songs in the list. The following 

excerpts show the contents of these songs: 



Hey Yo! Just chase the chance, the pathway that you believe in, chase chase the chance, let's 
proceed it straightforwardly. 
Drearn is not something that you [simply] envision; it's not something you [simply] taik about. 
It's something to accomplish. 
Just chase the chance, nobody can stop, wild and tough, the desire that breaks out of you. 
(from Narnie Amuro, Chase the Chance, Avex Trax) 

Body feels exit, 1 will definitely move out of this place someday. 
Body feels excite, this hot and deep feeling that nuis inside my entire body. 
I will nin, as 1 direct the wind that blows between city buildings toward tomorrow. 
(fiorn Namie Amuro, Body Feels Exit, Avex Trax) 

Students liked these songs because their rhythms and messages were stimulating. 

Each student sang for nearly two minutes and gave way to the next student in line. Anna stood 

at the back of the studio and played the role of disc jockey, changing the music every two 

minutes. She also danced when the music was playing. At the day's end, students formed a circle 

to reflect upon their performances and discuss some of the problems they found during their 

practices as a way of mutual encouragement. 1 was infonned that Makino would occasionally 

step in at this stage to provide a comment that would heighten the spirit of the class, although 

this did not happen when 1 was there. 

The kind of crafted femininity that 1 observed in Nagabayashi's promotion agency was absent 

fiom the O.A.S. What 1 encountered instead was an expression of vibrant sexuality that 

incorporated quick, sharp, powerfbl, and even aggressive body movements that mimicked the 

style represented by various black hip-hop artists, or pop-singen such as Janet Jackson and 

Madoma. Al1 body parts waved dynarnically with fast foot shuffles. Frequent fist making made 

little dancers appear evermore powerfùl. Students occasionally made crotch-grabbing gestures 

and touched under breasts when they danced, evoking to the observer's mind that they were 

preening for the audience in an overtly sexual way. Seeing young girls strike some of these poses 

was quite astonishing, and 1 even wondered if some of them really understood what they were 

doing. Al1 of these gesnires were nearly identical to those made by Amun, during her stage 



performances which, combined with her fashion, constituted a style that many people in the 

media referred to as an expression of young girl's power. Al1 O.A.S. students that 1 interviewed 

considered that this style was cool and sexy, and it symbolized tsuyoi josei no jidai or the "age of 

po werfùl femaleness" (figure 1 7). 

In one of the discussion sessions, 1 asked the O.A.S. students to describe how they felt about 

enacting a vibrantly sexual performance. Some replied that they felt a bit ashamed but they 

generally considered it fuh liberating, and empowering. 1 asked Anna to tell me how she 

compared this overtly sexual style with the style she represented back in 1988 when she was 

enlisted as one of the 58 cute pop-idols who made their debut in the same ~ e a r . ~  Anna's reply 

indicated a significant emotional and attitudinal contrast. She said, 

The cute character 1 played back then [in 19881 was a made-up image that 
oppressed my individuality, and 1 did not enjoy trying to live up to that image at 
all. The only thing that kept me going was my hunger for fame ... 1 mean, my 
dream to be popular among many people. The kind of sexiness that 1 am 
expressing now through my dance cornes from within myself. It's what I really am 
or what I can really be, and 1 don? have to fake rnyself or lose my control over it. 
It's really a great feeling.. . I don't have to feel bad any more about trying to 
satisfy people with an invented persondity that is not really myself. 

This confirmed the willingness of Anna and her colleagues to break away fiom the old image of 

adolescent femaleness through a new, self-affirmative style of sexualized performance. When 1 

inquired of Makino as to how he felt about under-aged girls acting in such a vibrantly sexual 

manner, he said, looking a bit annoyed: 

Why can't girls be sexy, if sexuality is something essential to them!? Why can't 
they be pure about it, rather than trying to conceal it!? Why can't they express it to 
the best of their ability!? 1 think nobody has the right to tell them what they 
should do about their sexual energies, and much less how they should constrict 
them. They have to take sexuality in their own hands and express it in their own 
healthy, creative ways! It's d l  part of being yourself, and what's wrong with that? 

These cornrnents clearly mark the vibrantly sexual style as a means for young female performers 

to digniQ themselves as persons with individual abilities. However erotic they may appear to be, 



Figure 17. An image of powerful femaleness represented by aa idol-artist, 
Hitomi (from a poster advertising the 1996 Lady Aesthetic Contest [a talent 
audition contest], sponsored by TBC Tokyo Beauty Center). 



performers who enact this new style of adolescent femaleness feel empowered -- unlike the 

falsely constnicted and standardized image of sexual passivity that tends to constrict its actors' 

identities in the name of cuteness. 

Audience Tastes and Reactioris 

Audiences are the constituents of "taste" groups. Examining how a female pop-id01 is 

received by her audiences would reveal gender biases and sexual stereotypes that exist in the 

public domain. As Finn (1 990: 170) contends, research into the mode of popular culture 

production must not forget to take into accot.int how these cultural products are received by the 

consurning audiences who constitute cultural rneaning in action and in relationships. To detail 

out how different audiences reacted to the two mutually-distinct images of adolescent 

femaleness, or the cute versus the vibrantly-sexual, 1 called upon those who attended pop-id01 

concerts to participate in a series of interviews. Eleven individuals who responded consisted of 

six regular attendants of concerts held by Nagabayashi's promotion agency, and five attendants of 

Namie Amuro's concert held near Tokyo in the summer of 1995.1 will hereafter refer to the 

former group of infamants as "cute-id01 fans," and the latter group as "Arnuro fans." 

Al1 six cute-id01 fans were men aged between 24 and 26, which was die average age for the 

audience who attended the concert.' The five Amuro fans consisted of three women and MO 

men, and their age ranged between 16 and 21. Since 30,000 people who came to Amuro's 

concert, fiom which these five individuals were sarnpled, included adults and children of both 

sexes, I did not consider rny informants to be the proper representatives of the Amuro-audience 

in terms ofage. Since Amun, (born 1977) is considered by many of my informants in the 

entertainment industry as one of the most worshipped pop-idols arnong female hi&-school 

students, 1 suspected that Amuro's audience consisted largely of adolescents of both sexes. 



Al1 interviews were conducted in the form of fiee discussion. Questions 1 asked to my 

informants included: 1) What particular appeal does your id01 have for you and why?; and 2) 

What do you think about the other pop-id01 and why? Replies were dominated by themes related 

to ideal gender roles and sexual stereotypes. 

For cute-id01 fans, their id01 was lovable because she idealized a submissive female 

personality that appeared to be non-threatening. For example, one informant said: 

She allows men to love her and cheer her with a great sense of comfort. As a man, 
1 wouldn't have to worry about being criticized, rejected, or betrayed, as c m  be 
the case with a real-life girlfiend or sister. 

This statement presurned that such an ideal-type of a woman is actually dificult to find. The very 

reason that many pop-id01 fans become fans is due to their romantic desire to establish a 

partnership with a submissive and nonthreatening female personality that may not exist in reality. 

This 26 year-old informant never experienced having a real-life female partner. When 1 asked 

hirn the reason, he explained that he was never interested in a real-life partner who can be 

potentially threatening. For him. going to concerts and cheering his favorite idol, or buying her 

CDS, videos, and photo albums, was a real-life experience that provided him with a sense of 

comfort. It was a way of expressing his affection to his current and most dedicated idol-partner.8 

Another cute-id01 fui indicated that the pure, righteous, and pretty appearance of his id01 was 

a way of providing her fans with a guarantee that her empathetic relationship with them is based 

on fairness and equality. According to this f a :  

Pop-id01 fans like us are aiways in a state of paradox. It is great to be able to love 
someone we d l  know, because it makes us feel privileged. It makes us feel proud. 
It's a great pleasure for each one of us to share this love and pride with other 
people in the audience. At the same tirne, we put ounelves in competition because 
each of us wants to see our id01 as nobody else's [possession]. In effect, our id01 is 
there for everybody and nobody. Every fan can love her, but no fan can possess 
her.. . By being pure, righteous, and pretty, she assures us that she is non- 
Birtatious, at least overtly, and that she is treating everyone fairly. By looking 



innocent, she makes us al1 feel secure... that she has no intention to betray us by, 
Say, dating one of us and the sacrifice of everyone else. 

This shows another important symbolic aspect of the non-threatening personality attributed to 

social solidarity. The id01 has the power to relieve its followers fiom feeling that they are 

competing against each other. 

Al1 cute-id01 fans agreed that they were indifferent about a girl like Amuro because she 

appeared to be too sexy. One informant indicated the suspicion he had about such a vibrantly 

sexual personality. He argued: 

That [Le., Amuro] type of a girl c m  be a dut.'> She can easily flirt with other guys, 
and you can never trust her. She won't stay with you, and it would take so much 
effort to even try to get close to a girl like that. She c m  easily slip out of your 
sight and put you in a cornpetition with other guys. 

Apparently, a celebrity such as Amuro who allowed sexual assertiveness for women was 

sexually threatening for cute-id01 fans. 

Different words used by cute-id01 fans descnbed persond and physical qualities that 

constituted the sexually imocuous image of pop-idols. For example, 1 pursued cute-id01 fans as 

to what aspect of their id01 made them feel that she was trustworthy and adorable vis-a-vis a 

more overtly sexual peaonality such as Amum. Replies included: virginal, mcontaminated, shy, 

modest, no make-up, no pierced ears, no pigmented hair, no tight pants. Some fans even said that 

pop-idols are not supposed to evacuate their bowels, assuming that it was a filthy thing to do. 

These descriptions which signiS, the idea of purity were also used as critena for cute-id01 fans to 

evaluate likable and non-likable young performers in each case, reinforcing the ideal image of 

adolescent femaleness which these fms share. 

A more elaborate question 1 had for cute-id01 fans concemed their sexual motives: whether 

their affection toward a young, cute, and innocent personaiity had any erotic motive. There has 

been a trend in Japanese popular culture and mass media to set a value on youth in lower age 
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brackets, and to depict hem as dependent, sexy, and an encouragement to adult men (Suzuki 

1995:79). Anchored in this trend is an ernergent genre of sexually oriented literature since the 

mid 1980s, known as "Lolita eros." This included comic books and adult videos featuring sex 

with young girls and boys. Sadistic scenes were portrayed in which these subjects were bound, 

stripped, raped, and beaten. Scenes in which these subjects appear in swimwear, semi-nude, or 

full-nude, striking various poses that are intended for visual rape, were also present (Funabashi 

1995:257). I found many similar poses assumed by cute pop-idols in magazines and promotion 

videos, although in principle cute-idols as distinguished from young porn-stars and animated 

Lolita figures never appeared naked (figure 18). Some popular magazines for men combined 

pop-id01 photos and articles with erotic themes arid storirs. In the end, 1 could not see a 

noteworthy difference between cute-id01 performances and child pomography." 

The association between cute-id01 fans and eroticism was also made by the Amuro fans, ail of 

whom derided cute-id01 fans as lunatics (otaku), or psychopaths who behave awkwardly due to 

their inability to control sexual desires. The following excerpt fiom a conversation between two 

2 1 year-old female Amuro fans (K and S) makes this point clear: 

K: Those people [i.e.. cute-idol fans] have weird ideas about love affairs, and they are out of 
touch with reality. Don't you think? 

S: 1 agree. Aren't they old enough to know better? 

K: Yeah. Just imagine yourself being an innocent little girl, would you ever want to be loved by 
a man who is ten years or more older than you? 

S: No way, 1 wouldn't stand being in such a position. Sirnply thinking about it makes me feel like 
throwing up. 

K: Yeah. 1 think those lunatics who can be senseless enough to adore [cute-looking] idols who 
are much younger than they are having a serious Lolita cornplex. They live in their own indecent 
fantasies. 

S: That's right. 1 bet they can't communkate properly with any woman of their age in real life, so 
they keep going after an irnagined [female] personality. 



Figure 18. The resemblance in images of an aoimated Lolita figure (top), 
from the July 1996 issue of Tak6Shushin, and a pop-id01 (bottom) in a 
Loiita-like posture, from the February 1996 issue of Bomb! 



K: That's sad. 

S: It's really too bad. 

This implies that cute-id01 fans appeared considerably immoral and sexist in the eyes of those 

who favor more self-controlled image of adolescent sexuality. 

Cute-id01 fans 1 interviewed rejected any comection between their attraction toward a virginal 

figure and Lolita fetishism. However, tliey indicated a sexual drive toward the young female who 

was willing to sacrifice herself for the sake of her loving partner - which led them to adore their 

current pop-idol. Making a distinction between Lolita eros and cute-id01 performances which 1 

thought was somewhat ambiguous, one fan (M) explained in a conversation how lie felt about 

seeing his id01 strike erotic poses in popular magazines. As the following excerpt shows: 

Researcher (R): Don't you ever find your id01 strikes sexy, 1 mean visually very erotic, poses in 
the cover pages of some magazines? 

M: Oh, yes. Quite ofien, in fact. 

R: How do you feel about it? 

M: Neither good nor bad. 

R: What do you mean? Aren't you annoyed by the fact that someone you admire for her 
sweetness, purity and nghteousness could strike such an erotic pose? 

M: Well, yes. I am shocked in a way. For a dedicated fan, it's a matter of course to be annoyed. 
Nevertheless, 1 can forgive her, considering the fact that it's part of her job ... 1 mean, to make a 
living or l e m  how to perform, you know. Maybe it's sornething she herself didn't want to do, but 
had to because her agency told her to do so. 1 wouldn't want to accuse her for that. 

R: You mean you can dismiss the fact that she and her agency are taking part in reproducing a 
Lolita ems? You mean she is allowing herself to be a masochist who invites you and other men 
to imagine a scene where you al1 are raping her? How c m  this ever really be pure or righteous? 

M: Well, 1 don't read into it so much. If someone wants to rape her [visually], let him go ahead 
and do so, and 1 do know that some idol-fans go after their idols for that particular reason... 1 
mean, as part of their semai satisfaction. As far as 1 am concemed, 1 try to tmst in her good 
quality. As long as 1 can believe that she is by nature pure and righteous, 1 have no problem with 
other details. I only want to look at the bright side of her image, you know, and continue to cheer 
her sweetness that 1 adore. Besides, our id01 will grow up to be sexually awakened eventuaily, 



anyway. That's when she graduates fiom being a pop-idol, really, and al1 of her fans will have to 
accept that fact. 

R: Will you and other fans continue to support her, when this happens'? 

M: Well, 1 would continue to support her as long as she wouldn't embarrass me by causing some 
serious sex scandais. Other fans rnay lose interest the moment they sense that she is no longer 
pure. I've seen this happen quite often actually. 

R: What would they do after that? 

M: Some of them may retire fiom being idol-fans altogether and others may find another pop- 
id01 to go after. 

R: Let me change the question. Do you ever become sexually motivated by your so-called pure 
and righteous idol? 

M: Well, I wouldn't deny it as a man. If she were not sexually attractive at ail, 1 wouldn't be 
going afler her. 

R: So, it is sexually motivating in a way. 

M: Oh, yes. I feel like ernbracing her tightly in my amis because she is so cute. 

R: See, what 1 don't understand is that if you are trying to fulfil your sexual fantasies afier d l ,  
why not find your satisfaction in some young, cute-looking porn-stars? Why waste your tirne, 
your mind, and your money trying to go aAer such a child-like personality who conceals her 
sexuality with images of purity and righteousness ... She may appear in swimwear and strike sexy 
poses, but we al1 know that she wouldn't strip herself before you? 

M: 1 don't really consider admiring my id01 to be a waste of time, mind, or money. Moreover, 
you can't compare pom-stars with pop-idols. In fact, if my id01 will ever become a pom-star, as 
was the case with some unsuccessfil pop-idols in the past, 1 will lose my interest in her. It's a 
very difierent kind of fantasy. 

R: Well, how different is it? 

M: Loving a pom-star is simply physical, and there isn't much human sentiment involved. It's an 
animal-like sex drive, you know. Adoring your pop-id01 is much more romantic than that. You 
care about her a lot. Certainly, you wish you can make love to her, but having sex with your id01 
is one and the last reason of your engagement. 1 enjoy a greater sense of empathy, and 1 feel 
happy simply by imagining herself next to me. 

R: Okay, so it's not necessarily about visually raping a Lolita, or something like that. 

M: No way, it's nothing that violent, although some maniacs out there might fantasize that. You 
enjoy your approach toward an adorable personality who will always be there for you, but you 



know will not be able to reach completely. You enjoy this sense of distance, and the fact that you 
cm interact with your be-loved id01 while maintaining this comfortable distance. If it's dl about 
having sex, you dont need such a personality. 

R: Interesting. 

Although these discussions indicate male fantasies that are differentiated fiom visual rape, they 

shed light on concepts of masculinity being generated in female pop-id01 construction. The cute- 

id01 fans, who do not have any real-life female partner with whom they could suficiently interact 

and engage in a love &air, sought their salvation in an innocent, sexually inactive personality. 

They preferred to rernain in the unanainable relationship between themselves and their femaie 

objects, utilizing the relationship as a site to constnict gender ideals. It was this unrealistic sense 

of escape from acnial relationships between men and women, or performers and their audiences, 

that was questioned by Amuro fans in c o m p ~ s o n  to their taste for a more realistic image of 

adolescent sexuali ty . 

One femaie Amuro-fan favored the image of vibrantly sexual femaleness as represented by 

Arnuro because it satisfied her own interest as a wornan rather than the interest of men. She said, 

I like this style [of femaleness represented by Amuro] because it gives a woman 
like myself a sense of control over her body.. . She can express herself in the way 
she wants to do it, without worrying about how to satisfi men's desire. 

This point on the preference of a sexually assertive personality reminds the observer of a recent 

trend among high-school students in Tokyo and its vicinity to engage in prostitution activities 

witb adult men. Specifically referred to as kogyam or "little gais," some of these students seek 

long-term flairs with businessmen who provide them with monetary support. This kind of 

relationship, termed enjo-küsai or "financially aided &airs," has becorne a social problem and a 

focus of media attention since the early 1990s." 

According to Miyadai (1994) who conducted extensive ethnographie research among these 

students, the subjects who engage in prostitution activities are far from imprudently objectifying 



themselves to their male patrons, as many (adult) mordists would argue. Instead, they have a 

clear sense of self-control, and are fa more capable than their parents would assume in dealing 

with men's sexual desires. They are also capable of developing their own marketing techniques to 

earn a living in the filthy world of adult politics. From this standpoint, one may argue that the 

vibrantly-sexual style represented by Amuro signifies young girls' efforts to assert their self- 

control in the present-day adult society through the skillful use of sexual economy. Indeed, 

Arnuro is considered as the representative of kogyaru by many of her audiences. 

The new sexual assertiveness in Amuro may not be taken too far fiom the standpoint of her 

male fans. Although these informants agreed on their disinterest in childishly cute pop-idols and 

their dislike of lunatic idol-fans, they also agreed that Amuro is cute and her performance was an 

offshoot of pop-idol's male-attracting gestures. "She is just as lovable as any other pop-id01 can 

be," said an 18 year-old male informant, "except that her impact [in singing and dancing] is 

greater thm most perfonnen of her age." Another informant paid attention to Amuro's 

appearance when she is not acting. According to her, Arnuro: 

appears to be very feminine when she is not perfoming, and 1 love that gap 
between her acting and her personality by nature. She is cute when she doesn't 
perform, and powerfully sexy once she begins performing. 

This indicates that in spite of the assertion that the so-called post-idols allow new sexual 

assertiveness for women, they back up existing expectations, such as making al1 men feel secure. 

Miyadai's interpretation of female subjectivity as manifested in the prostitution activities of 

young school-girls can be refbted on the basis that they are serving the interest of adult men after 

all. Likewise, the vibrant sexuality expressed by Amuro has not essentially altered the existing 

gender-role expectations and sexual stereotypes. Female subjects may continue to be sexually 

objectified by male audiences. l2 



In sum, the meaningful interpretation of Amuro's sexually oriented performance may Vary 

from one group of fans to another. One may not be able to put an end to the question: How self- 

assertive can a vibrantly-sexual image be for women who live and act within the social system 

that is largely dominated by men? As far as Amuro herself was concerned, however, there was 

one clear goal in mind, as she commented in a television interview: 

I would be happy to be widely adored by anyone and everyone ... not only by 
women of my age. or men. or something like that (From Golden Dise Prire 
Special, NHK, May 3, 1996). 

What mattered for her was her popularity. The fact that her style was being discussed widely by 

rnany people was a sign that she was accomplishing the dream of establishing oneself in society. 

The Aoalysis: Gender Construction ris Performative Expertise 

Japanese Women: Gender Roles and Ideological Stereoîypes 

Popular culture texts can inscribe idrological themes that nevertheless ailow audiences to 

generate meanings from them that meet the needs of their own subculture identities (Muke j i  and 

Schudson 199 1 :4 1). With this in mind, the following discussion investigates gender ideologies to 

which the commerciaiized images of the fernale pop-idols, their meaningful constructions, and 

their audience interpretations are attributed. Femalr pop-id01 performances will be exarnined 

within a wider context of gender construction in modem Japan. The goal of this discussion is to 

understand the mechanism of gender-role reproduction, which enables the entertainment industry 

to benefit fiom an interplay between existing gender roles and constmcted sexual stereotypes. 

The Idea of Good Wre, Wke Morlrer 

Studies on Japanese women indicate an ideotogically constructed gender stereotype for 

women in Japan, signified as "good wife, wise mother" (ryàrai kenbo). This was first 



championed by officiais in the Ministry of Education in the late 1890s and differentiated women 

fiom men as homebound wives and mothers. The history of women in modem Japan can be 

understood in terms of the stniggle between the state and social movements initiated by women 

in the realm of civil society. While the state recurrently promoted this ideology in its welfare, 

education, employment, sexuality, and reproduction policies regulating women fiom going 

public, women's movements transmuted and opposed the state's ideological practices (Uno 

1993294,295; see also Kaneko 1995; Ohinata 1995; Creighton 1996). 

The idea of "good wife, wise mother" emerged as the creation of the ideologues and 

bureaucrats whose goal was to transform Japan from a feudal state to the modem nation. This 

was meant to create a nation that was strong enough to stand up against the Western imperialist- 

superpowers. The governrnent planned to institute a "farnily-state" (knroku kokka) in which the 

emperor played the role of father. Under this policy, women were expected to contribute to the 

nation's welfare by serving the male family-head at home, and devoting themselves to the 

upbringing of children -- the nation's future work force (Ohinata 1995:200). 

The Impocl of Gender Ideology upon Women 's Lue in Modern Japan 

From the outset of Japan's modernization, women were marginalized from the political 

domain. Prewar laws prohibited women fiom participating in voting, organizing political 

associations, and, before 1925, attending political meetings (Sievers 1983:52,53; Uno 1993:299). 

The 1898 Civil Code placed women under the authority of the patnarchal head. The head could 

chose the family domicile, manage his wife's property, and make decisions on legal issues 

involving his family members (e.g., marriage and divorce)(üno 1993 299; Kaneko 1995:4,5). 

Many women entered the job market fiom time to time, but their occupational types were limited 

to low-wage industrial workea, clencal attendants, teachea, nurses, domestic servants, and 



home-based workers doing piece work. These occupationai types were considered supplemental 

to those occupied by men (Kawashima 1995: 272-275). In education, the 1899 Girls' High 

School Law stated that the airn of the secondary education for girls is to provide women with a 

training to become good wives and wise mothers (Kaneko 19955). .411 these became part of the 

demarcation during the early modem era that the home, ideologically speaking, is expected to be 

the primary place for women in Japanese society. 

The 1947 democratic Constitution forbade discrimination based on sex in political, economic, 

and social domains. Yet, evidence suggests that throughout the postwar period, Japanese 

bureaucrats and politicians, most of whom belonged to the ruling Liberal Democratic Party 

(LDP), continued to inform their state policies with the vision of women as domestic agents. 

Many other formal and informal institutions followed their lead. For instance, the provisions of 

the 1948 Eugenic Protection Law aimed at preserving the prewar role of women as mothers 

rather than their health as individoals. This involved Iaws prohibiting abortion or prescribing the 

birth control pi11 for contraceptive purposes. As Uno (1 993:306) points out, reproductive policies 

served national needs rather than women's needs. This suggests that the postwar state still 

considered women as bearers of the nation's work force -- except that this time, their wombs 

were borrowed largely to meet the labor needs of industry rather than the needs of households for 

successors or the state's need for colonists and military conscripts. 

The Ministry of Education continued to issue guidelines that recommended primary and 

secondary coeducational schools to organize different course-orientations for men and women. 

The outcomes of this included making homemaking courses mandatory for high-school girls (the 

practice followed by most high schools between 1969 and 1989), and placing female and male 

studenis in separate teams for sportsriented activities (Hara 1995: 104). In many primary and 

secondary schools, female and male students continue to Wear differently-designed uniforms, 



carry differently-colored school bags (red for girls and black for boys), and have separate 

classroom roll cails in which boys' roll is consistently called first (Kameda 1995: 1 14). Of course, 

these practices are not specific to Japan. Mandatory homemaking courses and the separate sport 

tearns existed in Amencan high schools, for exarnple. There are many schools in Britain and 

elsewhere where different uniforms are adopted for men and women. Since Japan copied British 

and American educational systems in modem times, these practices were likely to end up in 

Japan. Yet, these noms  and customs reinforce gender differentiation in Japanese schools. 

In the economic sector, various restrictions were imposed upon women's quaiifications to 

work in companies, whereas men's pursuit of a career-path was ofien taken for granted. The 1986 

Equal Employment Oppomuiity Law (EEOL) was implemented under the intention of the 

Japanese government to ratiQ the International Convention, the goal of which was to eliminate 

of al1 forms of discrimination against women. However, gender bias continued to exist in many 

Japanese companies, as was reflected in salaries and occupational types. For instance, as late as 

199 1, women's monthly contractual salary were, on average, 60.7 percent of that of men; and 

50.8 percent on the basis of total monthly earnings that included overtime payments and bonuses. 

The data From the sarne year shows that nearly half of the 5.5 million women in the labor force 

were either part-time, temporary, or exempt fiorn the benefits of full-tirne employment 

(Kawashima 1995:278). In many especially large companies, femaie employees, or office ladies, 

were also often regarded as the "flowers of the workplace" (shokuba no hana). Their function 

was little more than decorative: that is, to please the eyes of the male employers and employees, 

or to "brighten up" (hanuyaka ni suru) the Company atrnosphere as assistants and extras." The 

issue in al1 this is that women did not actualiy achieve the same level of work as men. 

The typical career path of a permanent fernale employee, as envisioned by Japanese h s ,  

was to be hired for a relatively low-ski11 or low-responsibility job out of high school. She would 
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work until she got married, retreat to her motherly duties, and, if possible, return to work afker 

her child(ren) are grown (ouchi 198 1). This scenario was part of the state's labor policy that tried 

to cope with a growing shortage of workers during the period of Japan's economic growth 

(during 1960s and 1970s). It kept encouraging women to enter the labor force without reducing 

their responsibilities for household management and child care (Uno 1993:305). In reality, 

opportunities for rnarried women to re-enter the labor market on a hll-time bais  are extremely 

limited. Most large companies are still reluctant to hire women with outstanding skills or good 

educational backgrounds (Rohlen 1974; Lebra 1976; Robins-Mowry 1983; Y o s h i m i  1995). 

Finally, in the domain of popular culture and the mass media, gender bias influenced the ways 

in which women were selected and portrayed. As already discussed, the Japanese preoccupation 

with the characterization of young girls as sexual objects is a trend found in magazines, comics, 

and movies that are increasingly aimed at young audiences (Funabashi 1995; Clammer 1995; 

Allison 1996). The public inclination toward young, dependent, and adorable female 

personalities is apparent in television as well. The age range of most women who appear 

regularly in news programs, comrnercials, drarnas, and variety shows is substantially lower and 

narrower ihan that of men -- most falling between the late teens and the early thirties (quoted in 

Suzuki 1 995:78,79).14 The typical image of these television personalities is middle-class, elegant. 

sensitive, average, or cute. This stands in contrast to the images of ugly-looking women (busu) 

and men (gesu), or older women (derogatonly referred to as oban. babaa, obatarian, or kuso- 

babaa that literally means "a filthy old woman") and men (niin, jijii, or kuso-jvi). These images 

are fiequently treated as the objects of public laughter and ridicule (1995:79; my observation). 

The image of an ideal female personality on television is also paired with that of her ideal 

partner: the stylish, handsome, fm, and independent man who has the same class background. 



Women who appear on news programs and variety shows more often position themselves as 

assistants rather than main casters or hosts. Here, too, women are projected as accessories that 

can brighten up the studio atmosphere. In many Japanese television drarnas that 1 observed, 

female actors who performed the role of the main character were, in the end, meek, feminine, and 

ideaily obedient -- however strong, and independent they appear to be in the beginning. 

Al1 these cases support the fact that sexual politics in Japanese institutions, social relations, 

and the mass media are centered on the existing gender expectations that characterize women 

primarily as the dependent caretakers of the home. This characterization as represented in the 

idealized image of "good wife, wise mother" bct ioned as a recurrent metaphor that 

characterized Japanese femaleness as the object of societal domination. Since the dawn of Japan's 

modemization, it profoundly influenced the ways women were treated and portrayed in social, 

economic, and popular-cultural sectors throughout the nation's history. Speaking of the 

effectiveness of ry&i kenbo, however, Uno (1 993) comments: 

ryaîai kenbo failed to become a hegemonic ideology, partly because it did not 
match the life experiences of many women and partly because despite govemment 
repression, the critical voices of educators, leftists, and feminists spread dissonant 
visions of femaleness through their writings, protests, and alternative institutions 
(1 993 :294). 

This gap between ideological expectations and life experiences necessitates a comprehensive 

understanding of the state's impact on the construction of Japanese femaleness. It equally 

required the understanding of women's reaction to the state' s policies. 

Elements 4 Transmutation, Resisronce, and Conformity 

The history of Japan's semal politics in the modem era encompasses a senes of movements 

that represented women's civil rights against the state. In the 1880s and 1890s, activists such as 

Toshiko Kishida and Hideko Fukuda stressed women's right to participate in public affairs. 



Labor strikes by women began as early as 1886. Groups such as Yüaikai (Friendship Society) 

and Sekirankai (Red Wave Society) sponsored mass rallies against the textile industry and other 

corporate establishments in order to protect female workers from being expioited. Japan's first 

feminist organization, Seitôsha (Bluestocking Society), founded by Raicho Hiratsuka in 19 1 1, 

published periodicals in which female intellectuals discussed various social and legal issues 

concerning women. Shin Fujin Ky6kai (New Women's Association), founded in the 1920, 

succeeded in achieving the repeal of the law that barred women fiom political meetings. 

Women's right to vote was scught by another feminist organization, Fusen Katoku Domei 

(Women's Suffrage League) as well as other similar groups that deveioped during the 1920s and 
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In the realm of popular culture, the so-called "modem girls" (moga) epitomized the self- 

assertive attitudes of young, middle-class women who rejected the chaste and submissive 

domesticity of ryaai kenbo by embodying cosmopolitan fashion and lifestyle. These wornen 

rnodeled themselves after their European and North Amencan contemporaries, otherwise known 

as "modem women" or "flappers," who represented the carefiee, cosmopolitan lifestyle of urbm 

wornen who rebelled against the establishment (Silverberg 199 1). 

In postwar bpan, the principle of democracy led numerous movements and organizations to 

emerge within the context of civil society. In the 1970s and 1980s, feminists such as Mitsu 

Tanaka, Ikuko Atsumi, Chizuko Ueno, and members of Guriipu Tatakau Onna (Fighting 

Women's Group, founded 1970) criticized the idea of rosoi kenbo. They questioned the 

inevitability of women's domestic destiny as they exarnined the mechanism of societal 

domination as manifested in social institutions such as the state, family, and corporations (Uno 

1993:308).16 Other activists, pressure groups, and conferences were organized around specific 

agenda, such as the elimination of sexism in law, politics, employment, and education (Tanaka 
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1 975; Fuj imura-Fanselow 1 985; Joseigaku Kedqükai 1 987; Sasakura and Nakaj ima 1 990; 

Kameda 1995; Kaya 1995; Kinjo 1995; Sat6 1993). 

In the youth culture of the 1990s, a new image of adolescent femaleness, known as gyaru or 

"gals," began to replace the older shqo. This image conjured up the figure of an assertive, self- 

centered young woman who is in no huny to many and who maintains a stable of boyfiends tu 

serve her different needs (Robertson 1998:65; Tanaka 1995). Contemporary "gals" reflect the 

anti-social attitude of the modem girls of the 1920s and 1930s. In fact, Daru can be read as a 

Japanese revival and abbreviation of the French garçun (wanrsonnu), one of the common terms 

used in the 1930s to denote a masculine female (Robertson IW8:65). 

A closer look at women's reactions to the state's policies toward women during the postwar 

period, however, reveals women's multiple positioning on the subject of r y k i  kenbo that c m o t  

be reduced to the simple pro-versus-con dichotomy. The trajectory of women's movements in 

history also shows that activists transrnuted their goals and issues in order to adapt themselves to 

the surrounding environment or what may be called the appropriate sense of the time. For 

instance, the great surge of nationalist sentiment during the wartime in the 1930s and 1940s 

created an intellectual climate that denounced feminism as being unpatriotic or unJapanese. 

During this penod, Ieading female activists appealed to motherhood in order to raise public 

awareness of women's concems and proclaim their public authority. 

One implication of this positioning was that women could actively contribute to the imperial 

state, especiaily its two important sectors (the miiitary and the bureaucracy) that becarne 

preoccupied with the reproduction of the nation's labor supply (Uno 1993:302; see also 

Kuninobu 1984; Mackie 1988). Most women's associations that becarne active during the early 

postwar period (the 1950s and 1960s) sought to protect working wives and mothers outside the 



home by strengthening political and economic influences. Yet, they held the idea that wornen are 

primady domestic agents, (Uno 1993 :307). 

In the realm of postwar education, a considerably high proportion of Japanese parents and 

teachers are still in favor of bringing up t k i r  children in conformity with what are viewed as 

gender-appropriate behaviors in children (Kameda 1995 : 108). " Many mothers, especially those 

with small children, continue to believe that motherly love and devotion are the keys to a child's 

development, and play the role ofkyàiku mama or "educational mothers" (Ohinata 1995:207). 

Parental attitudes on child rearing constantly distinguish between boys and girls: boys are 

brought up with the expectation that they would become active, brave, and strong; girls are 

thought to be obedient, polite, and non-argumentaiive (Kashiwagi 1 973, quoted in Karneda 

1995: 1 10). 

Many students themselves actively reinforce their gender roles in classroorns. In a self- 

govemed student council that is commonly found in primary and secondary schools, for 

example, a common understanding holds that girls run for vice-chair, treasurer, or secretary, but 

never the chair. A girl who seeks the top office is likely to be accused by her classrnates of 

lacking in common scnse. In most sport-related club activities where both sexes are involved, 

women continue to participate as managers, if not cheer leaders, whose role is to assist the male 

players. For example, women put away equipment, wash unifomis, and prepare meals (Kameda 

1995: 1 15)! Gender bias in schools can also influence the students' academic career-paths. More 

women enter post-secondary education than men do, but most enter two-year colleges, while 

men go to four-year universities in higher numbers (1 995: 1 10). 

Al1 these cases imply that while the traditional image of ryüsai kenbo may be refùted by the 

radical activists and movements representing women, the majority of Japanese find comfort in 

r e n d e ~ g  themselves more or less to it. As much as ryàîai kenbo has failed to become 



hegemonic, it also failed to becorne counter-hegemonic, and the ground for contesting the 

appropriate image of Japanese femaleness remains open. 

The Idol-Man u facturing Industiy: Con textualking the Field of Gender Contestation 

It is in this dynamic sociohistorical setting that the entertainment industry, of which idol- 

promotion agencies are a part, and its image-making legacy can be situated. The two observed 

images of femaleness in pop-id01 performances, the cutesy versus the sexy, are two optional 

images of sexuality according to which audiences of different genders and interests cm choose 

and adore their ideal femaie personalities. These images also reflect the appropriate image of 

Japanese adolescent femaleness as differently envisioned and strategically manufactured by male 

idol-producers. 

Cute pop-idols advocate the traditional adolescent femininity that ideaiizes the image of the 

future ryüsai kenbo for young girls. A derivation of the term kawaiso whose principle meanings 

include pathetic, poor, and pitiable, kawaii or "cute" articulates a milnerable, subordinate, even 

disabled personality that deserves persona1 attention, care, or support (Kinseila 1995:22 1,222). 

When female pop-idols act cute and coy, they entitle their selves to this sexually subordinate and 

protected position -- just as those who conform to the ry&ai kenbo ideology would position 

themselves in a socially subordinated and domesticalIy protected way. 

A shifi away from the cute-style toward a more vibrantly-sexual style in pop-id01 

performances appears to signify the fact that Japanese women are breaking away from the 

traditional gender ideology in order to become more self-assertive. Yet, the extent to which the 

vibrant sexual style contributes to the reification of female subjectivity in Japanese society is 

open to question - at least fkom the perspective of male Mewers who still considered post-idols 

as sexually objectified. Moreover, the current popularity of sexy pop-idols simply proves the 



point that young girls continue to gain their agency in reference to the motif-foms that are given 

to them by the image-making industry. By contextualizing a contested terrain in which 

adolescent women can variably position and construct themselves, the burgeoning industry 

continues to capitalize on the manipulation of femaie sexuaiity. 

The contestation between the two alternative images of femaleness as manifested in pop-id01 

performances, however, becomes more apparent when one looks closely to the pop-id01 

manufactuiing process. Performers' willingness and attitudes count as important detrrminants of 

an agency's success, and their will to perform is closely tied with their choice of female 

identities. The compuisory practices of gender reproduction are self-enforced by those who can 

identiQ themselves with what their agencies perceive as appropriate role models for young girls 

(as in the case of the O.A.S. students' reproduction of the Narnie Amuro style). However, they 

are resisted by those who see the gap between the assigned gender role and their images of selves 

(as in the case of performers who belong to Nagabayashi's promotion agency who had trouble 

accepting the cute style).19 

Several people I interviewed outside of the two cases discussed above indicated that there 

were self-expressive and "punkish," if not necessarily vibrantly sexual, pop-idols back in the 

1970s and the early 1980s when the cute style was in its heyday. Yet, they also said that these 

idol-styles were marginalized at the time. They either disappeared before long, or never won 

nationwide recognition as did some cute idols. Thus, the success of gender constniction in id01 

performances depends on the sense of the time in which a particular gender stereotype is 

preferred to other options, as much as it depends on the performers' willingness to perfonn. 

As a whole, idol-manufachinng agencies coordinate performers and their fans in space and 

t h e  in order to provide them with role models - in reference to which the appropriate image of 

adolescent femaleness can be evaluated, contested, and selected. In this sense, the field of id01 
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hand, McRobbie (1984: 145) contends that dance provides American girls with a positive sexual 

expressiveness that contributes to the creation of a distinct cultural form in its own right. On the 

other hand Frith argues that the youthfùl cultural activities led by female teenagers, such as 

dancing and dressing up, can become instruments for femaie gender oppression. These activities 

reproduce the socially objectified position of young girls that serves the purpose of pleasing the 

men -- however fun, stylish, and artistic they may appear to be on the part of young girls who 

practice them as a collective occupation (Frith 198 1 :229)." 

In the light of the two ethnographie cases presented above, one can argue that both McRobbie 

and Fnth's ways of seeing are valid, or that neither of them can stand alone. They are two 

different aspects of the same phenomenon. The sexualizing pnctice of fashion, dance, or a pop- 

id01 performance can be interpreted as subjectifjhg a female agent, objectifjhg her, 

subjectifying her into becoming objectified, or objectiQing her by the token of becoming 

subjective. However, the fact remains that selfhood is shaped in terms of these symbolic forrns 

that articulate the organizational needs of the group into which the subject is initiated. As Cohen 

(1990[1979]:46) rightly argues, normative symbols are arnbiguous in their meaning, and it is this 

ambiguity that forges symbols into such powerfùl instruments in the hands of leaders in 

mystiQing people for certain purposes. 

Moreover, the very debate over which interpretation is appropriate can be manipulated by the 

industry as part of their strategies to provoke public interests as part of a spectacle and empower 

themselves symbolically as well as economically. In this way, the industry f ic t ions  as a 

hegemonic institution. In the presence of this ideological apparatus, people are systematically but 

deliberately, instead of coercively, rendered into gender roles. Fashion and dance feminize 

American girls with a sense of pleasure rather than that of oppression. Likewise, post-id01 

performances direct Japanese girls to fuid female subjectivity and creativity within their social 
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roles, rather than outside hem." The style represented by Japanese post-idols becomes a 

symbolic force that moulds Japanese girls1 selfhood. 

The relationship between theatrical imageries and gender ideology can be seen elsewhere. For 

instance, Hatley (1990) shows that competing genres, such as the dl-male ludmg versus the 

femalesriented kethoprak, exist in Javanese performances, providing sites for performers to 

enact, and for audiences to contest, female gender roles and sexual stereotypes. Female 

personalities are constnicted in these performances on the bais of different attitudes that 

performers and audiences develop toward gender roles and sexual relationships -- in a society 

where women have ideologically ascnbed characteristics judged as essentially inferior to those of 

men. The contemporary mass media promote a new mode1 of middle-class women that, for al1 its 

surface attributes of modernity (e.g., Western-style fashion, jet-setting lifestyle, and educational 

achievement) is basically conservative in its ideological implication of the traditional wifely 

ideal. 

Ali-male casts in ludrug reproduce this image in terms of an imaginary contrast between the 

domineering, nagging wife and the sofi and sexy young wife played by transvestite singers. This 

implies male antagonism towards dominant women and corresponding fantasies of subservient 

femininity (1 990: 183- 186; see also Peacock 1968:74-78). Conversely, the branyawkenes style in 

kethopiak (a genre of po pular theatrical performances that has spec i fic ap peals for lower-class 

women) portrays progressive female personalities. In this genre, women's frustration (or the 

sense of dissatisfaction that they cannot otherwise express) against the state's gender ideology 

that tends to confine womenls freedorn in everyday speech and activity are articulated (Hatley 

1990: 197-20 1). 

On the subject of contemporary Japanese populv culture, Rosenberger (l995,1996), Clammer 

(1995), and Kinsella (1 995) provide cases where specific styles of performance (e.g., the cute 
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style) or products (fashion magazines) are shown to provide points of contradiction in a contested 

sociocultural terrain. Upon these points, women can gain their agencies (both as wornen and as 

female consumers), sometimes through taking multiple positions (McNay l992:42, quoted in 

Rosenberger 1995: 144). In concurrence with these studies, this chapter has shown the specific 

ways in which female pop-id01 performances become a site for epitomizing the ongoing 

symbolic contestation of adolescent femaleness, which nevertheless perpetuates the social 

domination of gender and sexuality. 

There is an essential concept in Japan called mutori or "space-taking," refemng to an idea of 

positioning in society. If willing, one can open up her or his own space (or temtory) within an 

existing sociocultural terrain and fil1 it up with images, events, or contents which are spawned 

out of creativity. Thus, social space (ma) is "taken" (lori). Bachnik (1 986,1994) calls this 

"indexing one's place" in a social space, or "situating oneself' in a social relationship (see also 

Yasuda 1984). Many pop-id01 producers that 1 interviewed, including Nagabayashi and Makino, 

used the word matori to explain their activities of pop-id01 production. They confirmed that their 

activities constitute a form of social and institutional positioning -- within the existing terrain of 

gender construction in Japanese society. 

Notes: 

1.1 use the term "femaleness," as distinguished fiom "womanhood," to suggest a stage in which 
female gender and sexuality is emerging but not fully developed as in the case of an adult woman. 

2. Gender is also realized through creative cultural practices. See, for example, Babcock (1986). 1 
believe that there is a fine line between discipline and creativity in artistic activities. See also, for 
example, Bethe and Brazell(1990). 

3. This is true of other Japanese, especiaily traditional, forms of performance, such as na and 
kabuki, 



4. An audition held in Okinawa in 1997, for example, counted 2,200 applicants in their early teens. 
This was an unusually high rate of applicants for a local actor's school. 

5. The word semei is used in Iapan to address teachers, professors, or others perfonning in a 
teacher-like role. 

6. This count is based on Matsuzaka Jazz Hihy6 Sha's data book. The Idolist Manual: Idol Pops 80- 
90: 80% Idol Singles Perfct Collection, published in 199 1. 

7. My estimate based on observations and random audience sampling during interviews. 

8. In her study of the role of young girl's magazines in Japanese consumer society, White (1 995) 
indicates that purity and nghteousness are also signifiant for male stars to market their images to 
the young female audience. White finds that revealing the star's sexual or love relationships are 
considered by magazine editors as a taboo because young girl readers would lose interest if their 
male idols were to be involved publicly with sorneone (1995266). 

9. This is my English translation of the original Japanese word, sh@, which my informant used 
here. By sh@ this informant meant a sexually pernicious woman. 

10. Not surprisingly, some pop-idols become pom stars when they cannot market themselves well 
enough. One can also € i d  cute pom stars being advertised as idol-like, or as pure, righteous, and 
pretty, advocating the fantasized femaie sexual role: young, innocent, and vulnerable personalities 
who take pleasures in being raped by men. This also made the observer wonder as to how pure and 
righteous these personalities really were. 

1 1. For an article written on this subject in English, see, for instance, the December 24, 1996 issue 
of Newsweek (pp.50-54). 

12. For exarnple, Ueno (1 996: 12) argues that young girls who engage in financially aided affairs 
are self-asserting to the extent that they are taking advantage of their y o u f f i l  bodies (and 
sexuality) which are valued and demanded by middle-aged men. However, these young girls have 
done nothing to change this (male-dominating) value itself. 

13. One in-company newsletter, published in 1977, that I found during my fieldwork had a colum 
in which female employees were compared with flowers, and its titie included the phrase, 
"Blossoms of Maidens in [the name of the company]." 

14. This is based on a survey conducted in 1 985 by the Forum for Citizens' Television in Tôkfi. 

15. These data are taken from Kodansha (1 993 :1706). See also Sievers (1983), Kuninobu (1 984), 
Bernstein (1 Wl), and Fujieda (1 995) for M e r  details. 

16. For writings by feminist intellectuais in Japanese, see, for example, Tanaka (1 972), Ueno 
(1994), as well as Gakuyo ShoWs volumes, New Feminism Review. 

17. This was taken fiom a 1982 survey conducted by the Prime Minister's Office. 



18. Japanese sometimes refer to this as otoko no kao o tareru, meaning "save the boys' fafe" or "pay 
due respect to men." 

19. It was revealed to me by several sources after 1 left Japan that most performers who belonged to 
Nagabayashi's promotion agencies left the agency for better image-making agencies. Apparently, 
Nagabayashi's focus on adolescent femaleness was too narrow and outdated so that these 
performers could not keep up with it. On the contrary, the OAS business continued to boom, as 
many of its students, including SPEED and B. B. Wmes, succeeded in the entertainment industry . 

20. This cornparison is quoted in Lewis (1990:38). 

2 1. This is sirnilar to Ailison's (1 996) discussion of iunchbox (obenta as an ideological apparatus 
that enforces Japanese mothers gender role. School lunchbox involves elaborate and cute aesthetics, 
which encourage children to eat everything. The aesthetic expectations inherent in the everyday 
practice of lunchbox miiking enable Japanese mothee to exercise creativity and playfulness. At the 
same time, these expectations reinforce ideologies of howhold obligation and motherly 
commitment (1 996:96). Thus, Allison shows that culniral processes actively channel gender and 
sexuality in ways that maximize productive iabor dernmds, rather than repress sexual impulses. 



CHAPTER V - IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF A POP-DIVA: 
LIFE STORIES AND STAGE PERFORMANCES 

"Seeing an average child grow into a big star is what makes id01 performances 
al1 the more exciting." 

"If successfùl, a pop-id01 will become an undisputed leader who can stand on the 
mountaintop of popularity. Climbing up this mountain is not easy, however. On 
the way, idols must face various obstacles. Only those who overcome these 
obstacles with their patience and charm can win the hearts of many people." 

"To be a star is to establish a personai style that cm guide the public: that's what 
al1 pop-idols strive for." 

These cornments taken fiom interviews with pop-idol producers indicate how the idea of 

establishing the self (jiko kakuristu) is represented by producers as a significant goal for pop- 

idols. Whether they are the cute-idols that dominated the Iapanese pop-music scene between the 

1960s and 1980s, or the post-idols that became more pervasive in the 1990s, young 

personalities who are pop stars present highly stylized images. 

As proposed in chapter four, spirited id01 candidates attempt to take charge of their assigned 

roles and use them as instruments to develop their own style - to prove to the public that they 

indeed managed to establish themselves. The industry takes advantage of such a spirit, 

exploiting the labor of willing candidates, in hopes of profiting fiom these individuals as they 

are marketed in commodity forms. However, producing a pop-id01 is expensive and it involves 

cautious calculations on the side of producers. An interview with one of the record Company 

directors reveaied that the average cost for producing a pop-id01 is 30 to 40 million yen, and 

very few pop-idols actually contribute greatly to the companies' profit-making. This director 

saw idol-production as an act of charity for girls and boys who want to chase their dreams to 

become famous. Expanding on this point, the cunent chapter will follow the trajectory of a 

successful pogidol. It will demonstrate how her speeches and activities, motivated by her to 



succeed, and how she was manipulated by promotion agencies, media institutions, and other 

business corporations that compose the entertainment industry. 

The life of Seiko Matsuda, one of Japan's most celebrated pop-divas, illuminates this process 

of idol-packaging. A girl named Noriko Kamachi came to Tokyo to become a successful pop- 

idol, and against al1 odds was packaged by her promotion agency and its network and 

transformed into Seiko Matsuda. 1 have chosen Matsuda as the subject of this particular 

investigation because she has been one of the most tiequently discussed pop-idols in the mass 

media.' Since her debut in 1980, the industry has been successfully marketing Matsuda's 

maturation process. Matsuda is considered to have developed the mode1 (otehon) of 

transfonning the self for many female pop-idols and young women. As I examine Matsuda's 

life-history, 1 will try to tackle the problems of how she was represented as someone who 

rnanaged to earn her celebrity status with a tremendous amount of enthusiasrn, patience, and 

clevemess to develop her own style. I will also examine what influence such a stylistic 

representation has had on those watching her or following her. 

I do not intend to recount in detail the nurnerous events that occurred in Matsuda's life, or 

investigate who Matsuda really is. Rather, my intention here is to understand, through the 

analysis of a set of images and narratives, the cultural forms and processes by which this girl, 

who is now a pop-diva, is represented in space and time.2 Observing the ways in which the 

public image of a star is portrayed visuaily, oraily, and in print over time enables an 

understanding of how cultural values are generated through the entertainment indutsry's weil- 

planned media curriculum. I became interested in Matsuda's success story because the various 

accounts associated with this pop-diva express collective drearns, desires, and myths about 

selfhood and identity in Japanese society. Her image is continuously situated in the flux of 



changing values and lifestyles -- in the name of rnodernization, Westernization, or 

internationalization. 

My ethnographie venture aiso involves putting in perspective the politics of representation as 

played out between the performer, the media, and the audience. Perfonners try to credit 

themselves by initiating activities that can inspire the public. As the provider of information as 

well as the coordinator of public opinion, members of the mass media try to produce sensational 

reports about performers and their activities. Members of the public shape and reshape 

perfomers' images based on what they see, hem, and read. 

Style as the Dramatization of Self 

Style is an individual manifestation of expressions that specify a genre. In discussing style, 

Bakhtin (1986) argues that any style is inseparably related to genres. Any utterance in any 

sphere of communication can reflect the individuality of the speaker (or writer) and therefore 

possesses individual style. Mowever, each sphere of human activity and communication has its 

own genre that corresponds to conditions that are specific to that sphere. Bakhtin argues: 

A particular function (scientific, technical, commentarial, business, everyday) 
and the particular conditions of speech communication specific for each sphere 
give rise to particular genres, that is, certain relatively stable thematic, 
compositional, and stylistic types of utterances. Style is inseparably linked to 
particular thematic unities and ... to particular compositional unities: to 
particular types of construction of the whole, types of its completion, and types 
of relations between the speaker and other participants in speech 
communication ... (1 986:64). 

Thus, as a cultural strategy, style provides perfonners with a means to eam social recognition 

by signieing their selves in certain conventional ways. Through styiistic expressions, 

performea link their selves to an established social field. 



At the same t h e ,  style, defined by Ewen as an "incongrnous cacophony of images that are 

strewn across the social landscape," is a "visible reference point by which people corne to 

understand life in progress" (Ewen 1988: 14). In style, people discover pieces of themselves and 

that for which they strive. Through stylized promotion, ceiebrities and their manufacturing 

agencies invest the everyday lives of transformed individuals with a magical sense of value, or a 

secularized imprint of the sacred. This sense of value consists of dreams of identity and 

wholeness, which speak of possibilities that the underlying population, currently unnoticed and 

unimportant, c m  achieve the status of somebody at the top (1988:93-96). As Ewen elaborates: 

Celebrity forms a symbolic pathway, connecting each aspiring individual to a 
universal image of fulfillment: to be someone, when 'being no one' is the nom. 
Whereas the begimings of celebrity often begin with a local, word-of-mouth 
following, invariably, becoming 'someone' is a gift bestowed upon people by the 
image machine. The myriad stories of chance meetings and lucky breaks fuel the 
belief, for many, that it 'may happen'. Each success feeds the hopes of millions 
who will never make it (1988:95,96). 

This symbolic pathway, which translates into success stories, is embedded in a social drarna. 

Aspiring heroic individuals, with their sensitivity to the factors of legitimacy, develop an art the 

rhetoric of persuasion and influence. This involves a three-stage process: 1) breaching an 

existing nom,  2) struggling against some redressing mechanisms that are brought into 

operation by the disturbed group (or society), and 3) becoming integrated into the group or the 

wiriner of social recognition by altering the scope and range of its relational field (Turner 

1982:68-72). The life of a celebrity, then, becomes a style signi@ing personal willpower, effort, 

and achievement to be shared arnong the public.' 

In Japan, the celebrated heroic penonalities manifest ideal forms of selfhood using concepts 

such as disci plining the self (jishukisei), developing the self (jiko-hatten), discovering the self 

(jiko-hakken), renewing the self (iiko-kaiz@, evaluating the self (iiko-handan), and recovering 

the self (jiko-kaifiku). Their lives are dramatized by the leadership campaigns of the Japanese 
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mass media in a form that might be termed jinsei-gekijo (lit. "life theatre"). Such a 

dramatization process involves standing up against various trials of life (shiren) imposed upon 

the self by other individuals, groups, or institutions; overcoming feeiings of inferionty 

(rett6bn); and establishing one's self as ichininmae, or a creative, responsible person. Though 

CO-dependent on others, the ichininmae acts in harmony with one's individuality. These are the 

things that not many people can or have the courage to do, given the cultural emphasis on social 

conformity. Viewers c m  acquire from courageous individuals a fuller sense of self-confidence 

(iishin) as well as the meaning of life (ikigai)(Mouer and Sugimoto 1986: 195-200). 

Some bief cornmentaries on Seiko Matsuda put her practices in this perspective, 

necessitating a more elaborated analysis of her life and her performances. The December 23, 

1988 issue ofAsahi Journal is one such exarnple where a feminist critic Chikako Ogura 

evaluates Matsuda's defiant characteristic. Ogura writes: 

In the sentimentalism that lies at the core of the Japanese-style relationship 
between a mother and a daughter, the daughter cannot betray her mother. In the 
wet and sticky [i.e., benevolent] family organization of Japan, it is proven that 
the eros of a girl cannot be expressed freely ... Seiko, on the other hand, does not 
[conform to this rule]. Even though she is told that it is a customary practice for 
a Japanese woman to give up what one has now [Le., career] to acquire a new 
happiness [married life], or that she has to grin and bear many things [in life], 
Matsuda asks back 'Why?' and desires to have both [rnarriage and career]. She 
never lets go of something once attained: until now, such an attitude has been 
criticized as selfish and it has not been admissible for a woman in Japan. Yet, 
Matsuda does it without hesitation (Ogura 1988: 1287, rny translation). 

The tension which Ogura sees in Matsuda, between fernale sexuality and the structure 

organizing the moral courses of action in families, is perhaps more cross-culturai than 

specifically Japanese (cf. Collier, Rosaldo, and Yanagisako 1997): Nevertheless, Ogura 

provides a contexhialized account regarding the fact that the very sexuality that creates the 

human need for families becomes a point of reference for the families to impede on human 

sexuality. 



In agreement with other critics, Ogura describes such an attitude as heroic because it 

challenges the existing system, and facilitates a sociocuitural change. She contends : 

[Matsuda] teaches a happy girl the concrete strategy of maintainhg her 
happiness [without giving up anything]. Don't hand over to him the woman's 
ability to control her own sexuality. Dislike an old-fashioned man; there is no 
need [for a woman] to suffer [fiom limiting her activities to the home] by 
becoming a wife and a mother. Why not go into the system and break down 
those rules and codes about being a wife and a mother? ... One will have to rnake 
a great effort to get what she wants. She is demonstrating these things. She is 
telling Young women to y o w  up just as happy 3s she was during her childhood 
or girlhood (1 988: 1287, my translation). 

In detailing the process whereby Matsuda deploys cultural noms, social standards, and moral 

principles to establish her style, M e r  forms and contents of her activities, performances, and 

public images will be exarnined. Printed articles and oral narratives about Matsuda as well as 

Matsuda's stage performance were crucial data-sources for this research purpose. As for printed 

materials, 1 used autobiographical essays written by Seiko Matsuda as well as other publications 

that discussed Matsuda. The former materials provided this idol's purported accounts of her 

drearns and desires, her public image, social relationships and institutional organizations in 

which she is situated, as well as expenences undergoing the process of establishing the self. The 

latter sources illustrated how these drearns, desires, images, and expenences were perceived and 

presented by the media. 

niere is a rhetorical problem with media sources, however: their contents are selectively 

organized, and the information they provide is ofien presented in a manner that satisfies the 

interests of the writers and pubiishers. To compensate for this problem, I employed oral 

narratives that include commentaries on Matsuda's performances and her public image provided 

by idol-producers, media agents, and fans. niese comments offer insights into the ways 

Matsuda's style is adopted by her audiences as part of their own personality creation beyond the 

boundaries of the mass media. 



Examhing Matsuda's stage performance in concert reveals the technique in which she enacts 

her style before the audience, and how the audience reacts to this in an immediate context. Pop- 

id01 concerts typically function as showcases for performers to demonstrate their achievements 

and popularity. Thus, the quality and the sale of the interaction that takes place in Matsuda's 

concerts provides the manner in which her life-history and her style is publicly shared. 

From Maiden to Villain, to Saint: The Biography of Seiko Matsuda 

The Persona1 Background 

If genus Idola japonicus can be classified into two species, cute-idols and stylish post-idols, 

whose qualitative differences signi& "genetic mutation" (so to speak) that occurred in the span 

of a decade or so, Seiko Matsuda is a personal manifestation of this chronological 

transformation. Matsuda is known ro have marked the change in style from an innocent cute- 

idol who begged for public support to a confident pop star whose thoughts and activities are 

alrnost always the source of public inspiration. 

Most importantly, Matsuda is considered by many people in Japan to be a symbol of 

accomplishrnent. Her life is a testimony to the fact that a woman can challenge the world in 

spite of many obstacles and establish herself as a successful entertainer, homemaker, mother, 

shop owner, seductress, and independent worker simultaneously. As Kawanobe et al. (1 994) put 

it, what distinguishes her from many other pop-idols who simply market dreams is the 

demonstration that these dreams are there to be achieved via one's will to act. He writes: 

The very source of Seiko Matsuda's popularity is her way of life that puts dreams 
into practice. She gets everythmg she desires. Seiko's ciream is not simply a 
dream. There are steps to [reach] it. And, it is her tenacity and enthusiasm to 
which many women [in particular] are attracted (1 994:32, my translation). 



This statement specifies the way in which a drearn can shackle human desire. Allison (1 996:xv) 

notes that desire in present-day Japanese society is actively produced in forms that coordinate 

with the habits demanded of productive subjects. The dullness and arduousness of the tasks 

Japanese must execute over a Iifetime, starting in childhood (e.g., discipline and effort), are 

made acceptable by the intemalization of a process that makes the habitua1 desirable, rather than 

by the mere force of an extemd structure (e.g., fear of failure in school). Making escape fiom 

the habits of labor seems possible through everyday practices of consurnptive pleasure 

(1 996:xv). The above statement implies that many Japanese women can attain a sense of 

subjectivity fiom Matsuda, who shows them the importance of having drearns in life, holding 

ont0 hem, and working hard to achieve them. The internalization of Matsuda's lifestyle for 

these women, in tum, is made possible through the everyday consumption of Matsuda's 

performances. 

Matsuda was bom Noriko Kamachi in 1962, in Kurume City of Fukuoka Prefecture, which 

is located in the southem island of Kyushu. Like many young women of her generation, 

Matsuda yeamed to become a kashu or pop singer when she was a high-school student. Rather 

than leaving it as a drearn, however, Matsuda went to a series of contests. AAer several 

unsuccessful attempts, she caught the attention of a recording director fiom CBS/Sony who 

eventuaily brought her to Tokyo to be produced. Strong objections from her parents prevented 

Matsuda fiom going to Tokyo for alrnost a year and half, but she used this time to attend a local 

conservatoire of music with the director's support. Coming to T&y6 in June i 980, Matsuda 

entered Sun Music Productions, and also transferred from high-school in Fukuoka to Tokyo's 

Honkoshi Gakuen, the secondary school that many teenage performers attend. The professional 

name Seiko Matsuda was adopted fiom a character in a drama she performed during this period. 



A personality projecting innocence, Matsuda quickly became one of the most well known 

pop-idols among those who made their debut in 1980. Like many other successful pop-idols, 

Matsuda performed in ciramas, television commercials, and movies. She also became a member 

of Sundays, a group of young back-up personalities that regularly appeared on NHK's Let's Go 

Young. This program was one of the most popular weekly music shows on television at the time 

and undoubtedly the most prestigious place to perform for novice pop-idols. Since Matsuda's 

main goal was to establish herself as a professional pop-singer, she and her staff concentrated 

on producing records and CDS, participating in music programs, and holding concerts on a 

regular basis. Eventually, people of al1 ages became fmiliar with Matsuda's name, face, and 

songs. Her success in singing can be measured in part by the fact that between 1980 (the year 

she made her debut) and 1993, she released 25 nurnber-one singles and 16 number-one albums, 

making more than the equivalent of 500 million U.S. dollars in sales.' These figures are 

considered extraordinary, given the average life expectancy for idol-pop singers which is said to 

be two to three years (contracts with agencies and record companies are normally two to three 

years). Most of these young singers are not expected to cover the high cost spent on their 

production.' 

With her active and carefree characters, Matsuda led a dramatic life, thrilling the public, 

frequently making news headlines, and earning the nickname "newsy woman" (nyz&u na  onna). 

Her romance with another pop-idol, Hiromi Go, was publicly announced at the end of 1983, but 

failed after two years in January 1985. Less than five months later she married an actor narned 

Masaki Kanda, and became a mothcr in October 1986.' Returning to work not long after giving 

birth to her daughter, she was criticized for not fùlfillhg her role as a mother. Inspired by the 

Arnerican fashion industry that she obsewed during her first trip to New York, Matsuda opened 

her own boutique in Jiyügaoka, Tôkyô in February 1988, which retailed clothes that she 



designed. Becoming independent from Sun Music in the same year, Matsuda started to make 

fiequent visits to New York to acquire some of the techniques of Amencan pop-music 

production. She soon organized her own stage-performance tearn that hired American dancers, 

and came back to Japan with her agent. In the surnmer of 1988, they produced an innovative 

concert in Tokyo's Budokan, the concert hall where the most publicly recognized performers are 

invited to perfond 

In May, 1990, Matsuda announced a debut in the U.S. and released an English singie whose 

Song, The Right Combination, was a duet with D o ~ i e  Wahlberg, a former member of the 

Amencan teen-id01 group New Kids on the Block. Behveen 1989 and 1995, her intimate 

relationships with various male actors and dancers -- both Amencans and Japanese -- were 

frequently reported by the media. Her divorce fiom Kanda was publicized in January 1 1, 1997. 

Matsuda remarried in May 26, 1998. 

The Projection of Matsuda in Printed Materials 

The construction of Matsuda's popular image, as for other pop-divas, was through 

newspapers, magazines, and essays. These materials can be classified according to the kinds of 

knowledge (or imagination) they generate. Tabloids are full of cynicai remarks that criticize and 

ridicule Matsuda on the bases of what she did and said. Idol-magazines and newsletters for fans 

try to promote Matsuda's image in a way that would satisQ her supporters. Autobiographical 

essays reveal Matsuda's reactions against the extemal characterizations in an attempt to modify 

her public image. There are aiso academic references that analyze Matsuda's personality and 

activities f?om psychological and sociological standpoints. In what follows 1 will elaborate upon 

the constructions that occur in each of these categories. Translations of al1 quotations and 

excerpts fiom Japanese sources are my own. 



Tubloi& 

Tabloids articulate whatever events might be of interest to the public and present them in 

their most immediately available details. Unusual events, calamities, and persona1 incidents are 

some of the major themes of materials in this genre of publications, and many of these stories 

are exaggerated or intentionally fabricated by promotion agencies or news outlets with only the 

slightest grain of tmth behind them. Stones on celebrities are often aimed at scandalizing the 

subjects on the grounds of what they did or said. 

Tabloid articles comrnonly appear in the so-called j&&hi or literally "information 

magazines," such as S h k m  Post, Shukan Gendai, Shcikan HaFeki, ShlSkan Asahi, Shukan 

Yomiuri, Sunday Mainichi, Shühn TaishQ Asahi Geino, FOCUS, FLASH, and FRIDAY. Some 

of these magazines focus more on politicai-econornic information, while others emphasize 

manners, customs, leisure, and entertainment. Some magazines which include tabloid articles, 

such as Josei Jishin, ShYkan Josei. Josei Seven, Bisho and S h h n  Myi jü  (ceased 199 1), are 

particularly targeted to women. These are heavily loaded with information on entertainment, 

romance, food and fashion. Other magazines, such as Playboy, Scholar, Takurajima, are rich in 

information about female entertainers, sports, as well as love and sex -- issues that are presumed 

to be particularly attractive to a male readership. There are also a variety of tabloid newspapers, 

including Hochi Shinbun, Sankei Shinbun, Nikkm Sports, and T&yü Chiaichi Sports. 

One can also tune into the so-called "wide shows" on private-television channels that are 

tabloid in nature. Many of these programs are shown in the moming for businessrnen or during 

the mid-day for housewives. As much as people criticize the intrusive quality of tabloids, or the 

tendency of these tabloids to "mess around with people's private lives in the name of fieedom of 

speech" as one informant puts it, they enjoy them and buy in their stories. Many people 1 talked 



to characterized Japan as a "gossip society" (uwasa-shakai) and considered tabloids to be one of 

the products as well as one of the "facilitators" (so to speak) of such a social environment. 

Matsuda is undoubtedly one of the most fiequently discussed subjects in tabloid news, as my 

survey at 0oya Soichi Bunko in T6ky6, an archive that specializes in popular journals, revealed 

many more articles featwing her (and trying to create scandals) than any other celebrated pop- 

idol. Of course. I will not be able to discuss below details of Matsuda-related articles. Thus, 1 

will select some examples and concentrate on the general style in which events were reported. 1 

will also provide some accounts of the influence of these articles upon their readers. 

One of the earliest articles that scandalized Matsuda appeared in November 1980, when 

Matsuda won a New Singer's Award (shinjinshq at the FNS Music Festival, an annually held 

contest that tributes outstanding singers and musicians of the year (a Japanese equivalent of the 

Grammy Awards Festival). According to some headlines, Matsuda was touched when her name 

was called as the best new singer of the year and she started crying aloud, but she had no tears 

in her eyes! Labeling this phenornenon a "fake cry" (usonaki), these reports contributed to the 

media projection of Matsuda as biwikko or a "fake child" who appeared to overact her cuteness 

and plea for sympathy. From this point, the term burikko became an idiom in the press, dong 

with references to the fnlly costumes she wore on stage, which became known as buri-buri ish6 

or "fake-child costume.'' 1 remember as a student back in the early 1980s that this term became 

very popular - in fact so popular that everyone used it at home and in school to derogate any 

young girl who was thought to be child-like. 

Another series of headlines appeared in September 1983, arousing suspicions that Matsuda's 

upper eyelids had become double-edged al1 of a sudden. The implied suggestion was that 

Matsuda had undergone plastic surgery. According to one of my informants who wrote articles 



in tabloids, there has been a tendency in Japan to condemn those who have plastic surgery due 

to the traditional idea that one should cherish the body given by one's parents (oya ni moratta 

karada wa taisetsu ni shiro). This, he said, was m immediate cause of scandal. There is more to 

this, however: the eye operation changes the appearance of the eye From the type identified as 

Asian (typically long, thin and so-called almond-shaped), to the type identified as Caucasians (a 

more roundish-appearing eye that is considered by hegemonic constructs to be more attractive 

and supenor). Eyelid operations are among the most populûr cosmetic treatrnents among 

entertainers, based on the cornrnon belief that the double-edged eyelid aestheticaily enlarges the 

size of one's pupil and adds a brightness to it.9 In any case, tabloids presented this as another 

instance of Matsuda being fake: that is. making herself attractive through artificial means. In 

other words, these articles seem to suggest that Matsuda's eyelid operation was part of her 

burikko strategy. One interviewee, a former fashion model, recalled to me a rumor that this 

event had triggered a plastic surgery boom (seikei boom). According to her account, many 

young women rushed to clinics to obtain the operation in hopes of becoming prettier, thinking 

that if Matsuda could do it, they could do it too. 

While some articles refùte the false nature of Matsuda's public-image creation, others try to 

expose the reality behind the robe of fakeness by focusing on Matsuda's private life. Her 

engagements in romance, mariage, motherhood, and sexual relations over tirne were al1 

carefully followed up and covered under cynical headlines. For example, articles about her 

romance were introduced as: 

The crime and punishment of Hiromi Go who made "fake cry" Seiko really cry 
( S h h n  Asahi 985) 

The catastrophic aa ir  of Seiko and Hiromi, and four [of its] shocking reasons: 
Seiko's tearfbi press conference, four-year romance in treasured photos, the truth 
behind the sudden break up (Sh h n  Josei 2/ 1 21 1 98 5 )  



Hiromi/Seiko break up: the complete story of their four-year romance (Josei 
Jishin 211 2/1985) 

As for Matsuda's marital &Fair with Masaki Kanda, the tabloids wrote: 

The daughter of our farnily, Seiko Matsuda: "That cute girl who was crying on 
television visited Masaki's mansion" (cornments by Teruko Asahi, Masaki 
Kanda' s mother, in Sh &an Bunshun 6/2O/ 1985) 

Masaki KanddSeiko Matsuda -- complete notes on their [luxurious] 200 million- 
yen wedding! Long carpet, curtain, hairstyle, make up, surprises, the map of the 
area in which their new home is located, the interior of their love nest, etc. -- 
complete coverage (Josei Seven 7/4/1985) 

Complete and detailed coverage! Seiko and Masaki's tearful wedding! (Jesei 
Jishin 7/9/ 1 9 8 5)  

Masaki Kanda and Seiko Matsuda - detailed coverage of their honeymoon in 
Hawaii: complete close-up coverage with 28 pages of color-graphic photos and 
articles (Shükzzn h.lyq0711111985) 

Seiko divorced: 12 years of masked marriage ... cornes to an end at last (Hochi 
Shinbun 1/11/1997) 

Apparent in a11 of these cases are the tabloids' intentions to turn Matsuda's pnvate affairs into 

public spectacles as part of their mission to demystify a symbolic personality. 

Other articles emphasize the idea of suffering, as in the following examples h m  Matsuda's 

delivery of a child. They wrote: 

Masaki's confession: Seiko's drarnatic delivery of a female child! ! Our 
publisher's exclusive coverage of a six-hour delivery that Masaki attended. 
Masaki described everything amidst the rumor that it was a Caesarian operation, 
saying, "It was a natural delivery. My wife's tears were beautiful ..." (Shükm 
Josei 1012111986) 

Seiko-san's experience of being a mother: she had a Caesarian operation due to a 
dificult delivery (Bishd 1 OlîYl986) 

These examples are intended to the existing body of popular Japanese literature on suffering, 

especially matemal suffering, which is attributed to ostensible celebrations of the sacrificial in 

Japanese culture. In many novels, cinemas, and television h a s ,  heroes and heroines 



surrender themselves up for the good of the others, delighting audiences with a sense of anshin, 

or peace in heart. It is wonderfdly reassuring for these audiences to see that other people's 

problems, even in fantasy, are worse than their own. Matemal characters play a crucial role here 

as they enhance guilt sentiment and hidden aggression (Bunima 1984:24,25). In popular- 

cultural texts, mothers always appear as a kind of scapegoat who make every possible sacrifice 

for their sons and daughters with minimal or no return.1° Nobody's fate can possibly be worse 

than theirs. Seen in this light, the media's exposition of Matsuda's delivery as dinicult and her 

tears being beautiful is an appeal to the Japanese public ideal of motherhood. 

Matsuda's willingness to follow her career path, rather than stay home and numire her chiid, 

was reported as follows: 

TOP TONGUE [sic]: Seiko and Masaki are likely to separate either in Febmary, 
May, or August!? The cause is Seiko's retum to show business (Scholar 
10/10/1987) 

A good business period for the shrewd Seiko Marna? This time she is running a 
boutique (FLASH 21 18/l988) 

From suits to panties, everything has a Seiko insignia: reaction fiom the local 
neighborhood to Seiko's sideline business that aims at a yearly turnover of 
[extraordinary] 1500 million-yen (FRIDAY 3/4/ 1988) 

These people's big business (2) Seiko Matsuda: the right way of reading the good 
business that reinforces divorce theory ( S h h n  Taishü 31 1 W 1 988) 

These articles try to provoke coilective resentrnent by jeopardizing Matsuda's qualification as 

mother. She is depicted as a villainous, self-centered woman who seeks a career at the sacrifice 

of her life and duty at home. 

As for extramaritai &airs, the tabloids wrote: 

Human stadiurn: it started a year ago - Seiko and Matchyls immoral dating in 
New York (Asahi Geinô 2/ZI 1989) 

Rurnored Seiko retums fkom New York d e r  65 days ... and the industry is 
agitated! (FLASH 411 111 989) 



What a surprise! Another man proposed to Seiko even though she hasn't let go of 
her previous affair!? (Bishü Y I  3/1989) 

News spirits: a sensational extramarital a a i r  between Seiko and a young 
Amencan man that developed from an English conversation (Shukan Asahi 
1 1 /9/ 1 990) 

Newsjack [sic]: Seiko Matsuda did it again! An in-bed photo with a younger 
lover (Asahi Gein6 7/15/ 1993) 

X love scene fiom a witch-like woman: a treasured scoop of the moment in 
which she makes a man Iose his heart: Seiko Matsuda's unbeiievable extramarital 
affairs in everyday life (FRIDAY 8/27/1993) 

SUPERWIDE [sic]: The nation's big question: What will happen? What are they 
going to do? Masaki Kanda's patience reached its limits!? When will Seiko 
Matsuda's X-Day for divorce corne? ( S h h n  Gendai 9/4/1993) 

A wife with a fiee outiook on romance, Seiko Matsuda's lip expectation -- this 
quasi-kiss is suspicious! Can't stop keeping eyes on the future between her and 
Kevin who played her lover in the rumored commercial! (Bisho 9/1 O/ 1994) 

Here, too, Matsuda is represented as an immoral person who could not care less about her 

husband and her child. 

Tabloids also wrote about Matsuda's scandalous performances to project her as a sexual 

politician, as the following exarnples show: 

THAT'S POE STREET [sic]: Who cornes d e r  k f f l  Seikols pheromone that 
attracts CO-actors (Shukan Asahi 3/ 1 8/1994) 

The nimored commercial is made public for the first time: Seiko got undressed 
at last ! (Josei Seven 7/14/1994) 

Exclusive: magazines for men are very interested as well - Seiko's 20 million- 
yen nude photo-album sensation! ! ( S h h n  Josei 4/18/1995) 

Finally, some tabloids attribute to Matsuda a big ego, as follows: 

The monster with unlimited desire: an intensive study of the more-and-more 
woman a lu Seiko Matsuda (GORO 5/  1 1 /1989) 



Remarkably selfish Seiko Matsuda! (Bishü Y1311 989) 

Independence came pnor to divorce: the loud laugh of the monster, Seiko 
Matsuda, who bit a chah in two and ran away (FOCUS 7/14/1989) 

Dream and hope for Seiko Matsuda, an isolated former pop-id01 and a selfish 
mother id01 in Japanese show business ( S h h n  Taishzr 9/4/1989) 

These narratives together construct Matsuda's public image: a selfish personality who does 

anythng to get what she wants, which is unconventional, controversial, or intolerable fiom the 

perspective of decent Japanese. As such, these catch phrases demonstrate how tabloid reporters 

observe Matsuda, react sensitively to her expressive behaviors. and present them critically. 

Partly descriptive and pady judgmental, informative here and exaggerated there, tabloids 

intend to demystiS the symbolic qualities of pop-idols, make them accessible to the masses, 

and subordinate them to the power of the collective gaze. 

Rurnors, more recently known among young people as kuchikorni (an abbreviated form of 

kuchi cornmunica~ion, or literally "mouth communications," meaning "word of mouth"), play an 

important role in implementing the group control of the individual courses of action. Gossiping 

is a comrnonly practiced form of social control that reinforces such culturally emphasized ideas 

as sekentei (public appearances), menboku (face, honor, or reputation), and tatemae (a fom of 

~el~expression that conforms to public noms, standards and principles), let alone haji (shame) 

that has been elaborated by Benedict (1946). Gossip evokes in the minds of the Japanese a 

moral concem that they are king watched by others." Tabloids operate as incessant watchdogs; 

they put celebrities on trial and thereby challenge their exercise of symbolic power. 

While the manner of reporting in tabloids is itself ethicaily questionable at times (by 

intmding upon the performer's privacy, neglecting the confidentiality of sorne information), 

tabloids cal1 upon their readen to evaluate who did what in the light of customary d e s ,  ethical 

codes, and moral values. Tabloids reproduce what is considered appropriate in their society. 



Thus, for exarnple, Matsuda is accused of neglecting her husband and her child when she tries 

to continue with her pursuit of an entertainment career. The implication is that she is p i n g  

against the traditional role of "good wife, wise mother." Likewise, she becomes prey to scandals 

when she appears to be overly child-like and therefore provokes in the minds of die viewers the 

sense that she is acting inappropnately for her age. She also makes many headlines when her 

extramarital &airs, considered by many as morally intolerable, are disclosed. In these ways, 

tabloids fùnction as watchdogs that h m e r  down the subject who they see as standing out (or a 

"nail that sticks out" to use their phrase). 

For Matsuda, as much as for any other well-known Japanese pop-idol, tabloids are elements 

of social pressure that interfere with her intention to keep the public-image clean. Being clean is 

crucial for maintaining one's popularity as a star -- especially in the Japanese entertainment 

industry where pop stars who soi1 their image by making bad impressions on people are likely 

to lose their jobs. There was a time when Matsuda was badly disturbed by the way tabloids 

represented her to the public. In one of her essays, she reveals her thoughts about being 

scandalized by tabloids. She writes: 

There are moments in your routine life [as a pop-singer] when scandals fall upon 
you like a bomb. As your songs become hits, and you become farnous, people 
are happy to make scandals about your life -- as if they correspond to one's 
history. Some people Say that scandals are medals of honor for entertainers, but I 
will never agree. Others say that they are taxes for farne, but 1 cannot bear the 
fact that they play with your mind and insult you with their deceptive language. 
It's too pitiful that being smeared with scandais is a compensation for being a 
star (Matsuda as quoted in Kanda 1986: 1 34). 

This shows that while Matsuda accepts scandals to be part of the celebrity's life, she cannot 

tolerate the way they scrutinize the public image. 

In early 1988, Matsuda scolded some reporters who asked her rude questions in their 

attempts to scrutinize her family relations. This act simply aggravated the situation. The 



Febmary 4, 1988 issue of S h h  Myqo and several other publications pointed out the 

absurdity of a public role mode1 revealing her anger, appealing to the nom that one should not 

publicly expose her or his anger in Japan." 

Matsuda, however, has been aware of the outcome of her reaction against tabloids, and it has 

been her policy to neglect them in most cases, as she reveals elsewhere in her essay: 

My life as Seiko Matsuda ... can be said to have been full of struggle with part of 
the rnass media [called tabloids]. 1 chmged my way of thinking at a certain 
point, however. Although I was protesting in the beginning because 1 could not 
hold my anger, 1 statted to ignore them fiom then on. This is partly because 1 
could not f io rd  to protest each time [a story about me was published], but more 
importantly because I thought protesting would only make me faIl into the snare 
that they spread. 1 rnanaged to become more cautious.. . 1 told myself that 1 
would not act under the influence of their imagination. 1 started to play innocent 
so that 1 could keep myself aloof fiom the imagination and artifice of those who 
make big fusses about scandals (1 986: 14 1,142). 

This indicates how Matsuda shifted fiom the prey to the predator of Japanese mass media by 

developing a technique to take advantage of her celebrity status. 

The interaction between a pop-diva who tries to construct her public image and the tabloids 

that try to deconstruct it invites consumers to participate by developing their own interaction in 

which they contest and negotiate these interpretations. For example, on May 26, 1998 when 

Matsuda's marriage with a dentist received extensive news coverage, I received a telephone cal1 

fiom my former high-school classrnate (indicated as "T" below) in Japan. The way in which our 

line-by-line conversation proceeded demonstrates how we evduated Matsuda's personality in 

our dialogue - as the following excerpt show: 

T: Hey, did you know that Seiko Matsuda got remarried? 

Researcher (R): 1s it publicized now? 

T: It sure is! It's making headlines ail over the moming news! 

R: Really!? Well, she did it again, didn't she? I knew that it was just a matter of tirne! 



T: 1 heard that her new husband is a rich doctor. Quite a gentleman, I heard. 

R: What a srnart woman. She really knows how to choose the right man for herself, doesn't she? 

T: She's amazing, but 1 feel bad about her daughter. 

R: How do you know? Maybe her daughter will be happy to have a father and a stepfather. 

T: I doubt it. If 1 was the daughter, 1 would think that my mom is redly selfish! 

R: Maybe so, we'll see. In any case, she's really a newsmaker, isn't she? 

T: She really is. She never stops surprising us with the way she leads her life. 

R: Really. 1 wonder what's next? 

T: Another divorce after a few years, perhaps? [laughter] 

R: [laughter] Reaily! Before that, though, she'll probably have another child. 

T: Yeah, and she will make sure that she gets enough of what she wmts iiom this guy. 

R: Probably. 

Here, we articuiated Matsuda as an arnazing woman, although we disagreed on how to interpret 

the way she is leading her life. While I admired Matsuda's active and innovative quaiities, T 

emphasized selfishness that he thought could have harmed her former husband and her 

daughter. Through this conversation, we played into social conformity ourselves, thus reflecting 

the social idea, for example, that women are with men to get certain things by commenting on 

how Matsuda gets what she wants from this guy. 

From the standpoint of Masaru Nashimoto, known for years for his professional experience 

as a tabloid reporter, al1 this is part of the media-impact that Matsuda managed to calculate and 

control. Nashimoto States: 

[Seiko Matsuda] got married as a pop-id01 and marketed herself as a mom-idol; 
and as a single-mother, she encouraged many female fans who were hesitant 
about remarrying. 1 can see how she consciously tries to observe the [social] 
surrounding and continuously attempts to walk a half step ahead [of people]. As 
for the surprising [and unexpected] announcement of her marriage this time, too, 



1 think that she calculated the strength of the impact [upon the public]. . . She 
knew how she wanted to be represented by the media. 1 felt that those tears she 
showed at the press conference came fiom her confidence that she had overcome 
many scandals and harsh conditions set by the mass media -- as much as they 
came fiom the joy of remariage (Asahi Shinbun [evening edition] 5/26/1998). 

This confirms Matsuda as an impenetrable public figure who manages to control the mass 

media (and the public) before being controlled by it. Tabloids have become facilitators of 

Matsuda's sty lized promotion. 

Promoting Articles 

Pop-id01 magazines such as Bomb!, Heibon (publication ceased 1 W), Momoco (publication 

ceased 1994), ibfyojo, Potato, and Up To Boy provide elaborate data on pop-idols' persona1 

backgrounds, ideas and activities. In the feature article, Seiko Matsuda: The Twenfy-Year-Old 

Mernoir, in the March, 1983 issue of Bomb!, for exarnple, there are eight cover pages of 

Matsuda in color photos (sorne of which have promotional quotes on the side). This is followed 

by a 3 1-page article that includes her personal history: when and where she was bom, which 

schools she attended as a chilci, what she wanted to be as a young girl, behind-the-scene stories 

of her debut, first concert, performances on television and so on. Subsequent pages include 

supportive comrnznts (fiom her colleagues, producers and managers), stories of her dedication 

as a performer, personal messages, list of released singles and albums, astrology, and palm- 

reading. This article ends with a handwritten letter fiom Matsuda to her fans, calling for their 

continuous support and encouragement (figure 19). 

Fashion magazines, such as non no, Men's non no, Popeye, an an, JUNON, mc Sister, 

Hanako, Seventeen, Olive, Duet, and Potato, also included many cover pages and special 

interviews that promoted Matsuda and other pop stars by representing their mode1 roles in 

fashions, lifesîyles and romances. Other popular joumals with more general topics on popular 

180 



Figure 19. The first cover-page from the March, 1983 issue of Bomb!, featuring 
Seiko Matsuda: the title on the right says, 'Seiko Matsuda: Adult Romance"; 
while the side quote toward the left rends, "Our goddess Seiko will become 21 
years old on March 10th. Her smile these days is even a bit sexy. [We] would 
like to open the doorway into her mind, although [wel may feel somewhat 
scared to do so." 



culture, such as SPA!, Views, and Monthly Kadokawa, also offered feature articles on Matsuda 

in a style of presentation similar to that of the Bornb! article mentioned above, but with a 

somewhat more analytical overview of her life, activities and ideas. 

An eight-page article in the April6, 1994 issue of SPA! cailed The Wuy of Life Called Seiko 

Matsuda (Matsuda Seiko to iu ikikata) is a case in point. Commemorating the 15th year of 

Matsuda's career, this article gives Matsuda the title. "super-lady who made al1 the dreams of 

.lapanese women come me." Its center-page spread features a computer-graphic image of Iapan 

in the ocean on which Matsuda stands gigantically as a Statue of Liberty -- with a torchlight in 

her hand, smile on her face, and feet placed on Tokyo. 

The first column of this article, written by Akio Nakarnori, characterizes Matsuda as an 

innovative pop-id01 that represents Japan. This opening is followed by another center-page 

spread in which the editors make connections between Matsuda's activities and a series of fads 

involving young Japanese women over the span of a decade. For exmple, Matsuda's child-like 

performance that appeared not long after her debut influenced many other young female 

performers to act in a child-like manner. The m o r  that Matsuda had an eye-lid operation had 

an influence on the increasing number of young women getting cosmetic eye-surgeries. 

Matsuda's wedding influenced women to put more emphasis on having a luxurious wedding. 

When Matsuda becarne pregnant and had a child, many young women followed her. Matsuda's 

success in the boutique-business facilitated career-consciousness among women. Her sex 

scanda1 encouraged a sense of opemess about extramarital affairs. This listing, which the 

editors claim to have produced on the basis of thorough research, tries to explicate Matsuda's 

cultural influence by showing how Matsuda influenced changes in the collective behavior of 

Japanese women. Certainly, practices such as cosmetic surgery and extramarital &airs predate 



Matsuda, and these practices were not rare. Yet, the editors are trying to show that resurgent 

cycles of already existing trends among Japanese women are additionally affected by Matsuda. 

Underneath this list is another column that signifies Matsuda as a pioneer of Japanese 

womanhood. Part of this reads: 

How can the life of one woman over the past ten years or so stir up the curiosity 
of so many women? She [Le., Matsuda] is certainly a scandalous entertainer who 
can double the sales of women's magazines.. . A rapidly increasing number of 
women are sppathizing with the way of life cdled Seiko Matsuda and are 
feeling much easier [than ever before] about devoting themselves to live 
according to their desires. Time is about to catch up with Seiko. What sort of 
guide c m  Seiko, who has been an evangelistic figure for Japanese women in 
terms of the lifestyle for ten years or so since her debut, provide from now on for 
al1 those women who are becoming the agitators of their own desire ... ? The value 
of Seiko Matsuda will depend upon the next ten years [of her activities] 
@p.38,39). 

This signifies Matsuda as a leading figure of the time -- what many Japanese calls "person of 

the time" vidai no Mo) or "person who constructs the times" vidai O kizuku hito). This is 

followed by a 2-page list of interview commentaries from different audience groups that further 

signifies Matsuda's leading sociocultural role: 

Transvestites: "Seiko-chan is an etemal symbol of cuteness." 

Young mothers: "1 am working bard by making Seiko-chan my spintual 
support." 

Students of Tokyo University: "We want to follow the exarnple of Seiko's 
aggressiveness." 

High-school gals: "Seiko-san is the mode1 for our lifestyle." 

Finally, supportive comments by Matsuda's fans are followed by a concluding remark by the 

editor summarizing how Matsuda represented the youth of 1980s. According to this rem& 

Matsuda's wavy hair-style and her fiill-dress fashion were imitated by many other pop-idols and 

young women of the same age-group, while her fiesh, active personality inspired them. 



Although there is a certain degree of variation in their content, al1 supportive materials on 

Matsuda applaud her unique personal qualities and achievement with an elaborate discussion on 

why and how that was possible. In this way, they counteract tabloids that try to estrange her 

From any rneaningful existence in the public entertainment of contemporary Japan. 

Aside fÎom popular magazine articles, there are essays that aiso glorify Matsuda through 

elaborate analyses of her lifestyle and philosophy. Perhaps, the two classic examples from this 

category are Blue Tapestry (Aoiro No Topesutorii) by a female cultural critic Mariko Hayashi 

(1982), and A Treatise on Seiko Matsuda (Matsuda Seiko Ron) by a feminist sociologist 

Chikako Ogura (1989). Other examples include Is Seiko Matsuda an Evil Woman or 1s She a 

New Woman Who Lives the Times? (Matsuda Seiko Wa Akujo Nano Ka Jidai O Ikiru Atarashii 

Onna Nano Ka), Seiko Matsuda: Women 's Revolution (Matsuda Seiko Onna Kakumei), and All 

Women Like Seiko Mastuda (Onna Wa Minna Matsuda Seiko Ga Suki) are examples of this 

particular genre. In a large book store that 1 ofien visited in the Shinjuku district of Tokyo, I 

found a section dedicated to essays by cultural critics, fieelance writers, editors, sociologists, 

and psychologists, most of which appeared between 1994 and 1996. Every time 1 visited, 1 saw 

some young female workea and female high-school students examining them. I occasionally 

observed couples and groups, talking to each other about Matsuda's extraordinary 

charactenstics as they examined some of these items. 

The book by Hayashi is unique in the sense that it was written as a dialogue and analysis 

based on interviews that the writer conducted with Matsuda. Several people recornmended this 

book as a necessary part of my pop-id01 research. It elaborates on Matsuda's backgrounds and 

experiences, as well as her ideals and values at the time she had tmed 20 years old. Becoming 
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20 has a special meaning in Japan: it is the year in which a subject who has reached this age is 

recognized socially as seijin or "adult." in this book Hayashi identifies two mutuaily-opposing 

characteristics in Matsuda: an average young girl who dreams about being together with a 

reliable male-partner, marrying him and following him, and having a happy family-Iife to which 

she c m  retire from the current work in show business; and an ambitious individualist who 

wishes to be independent, active and self-reliant, and who wants control over her own life. If 

Matsuda is a role mode1 for Japanese women, this characterization represents the ambivalence 

of Japanese female existence. 

In her book in which was introduced to me by some of my female informants as "one of the 

most sensational books on Matsuda," Ogura takes this point M e r  and suggests that both of 

these characteristics are equally reaiistic for Matsuda. She argues: 

Many women criticized Matsuda's burikko-quality . . ., the Seiko white [or her 
cute and pure appearance] ..., and rejected it as nothing more than flattery toward 
the young men's dream [of an ideal woman]. These women were implying that 
the real Seiko is the Seiko black [which is her ambitious and egocentric side]. . . 
However, both white and black are the real Seiko. As Matsuda says [in her 
interview with Hayashi], being a professional is not putting on a rnask [of a fake- 
child], but becoming one itself [when necessary] (Ogura l989:2l, italics mine). 

Thus, Ogura stresses that ambivalent selfhood is a constructive part of Matsuda's expertise. In a 

thorough examination of Matsuda's activities, comments, and songs, Ogura concludes that 

Matsuda's way of life can enlighten many women of her generation to take their decisions about 

romance, womanhood and femininity into their own hands. Staying outside of the established 

system, or the ideological role of "good wife, wise mother," enables women to be fiee to chose 

between conformity and resistance (1 989:228,23O). 

However differently they are packaged, other essays dernonstrate these common themes 

which ultirnately converge to the point made by Ogura: Matsuda's struggles and challenges in 

life; and her personai strength that enabled her to overcome these stniggles and challenges. 



These characteristics and approaches to life earned Mastuda an unshakable position in Japanese 

society as a female role model. Somewhat like fables, these essays bring to the readers' attention 

certain events that marked the stages of Matsuda's personal development, and indicate how 

Matsuda managed to resolve each of these problems. In doing so, they provide the readers with 

a senes of guidelines to cope with life problems. 

Kawanobe (1 9941, for exarnple, demonstrates how Matsuda's tenacity to accomplish what 

she intended to do enabled her to become an entertainer. A strong sense of accomplishment led 

Matsuda to corne al1 the way up to Tokyo From one of Japan's southem-most local towns, 

Fukuoka, to perform in spite of repeated failure in audition contests. This spirit of 

accomplishment allowed Matsuda to engage in a romance with Hiromi Go, someone she adored 

and openly expressed her intention to be with to people around her since she was ten years old 

(1994:22). However, this same spirit of accomplishment also led Matsuda to sacrifice her 

marriage and farnily for the sake of her career. 

Hashimoto (1994) illustrates Matsuda's leading role in romance and marriage fiom the 

perspective of women, making meaningful associations between Matsuda's Me-stages and love 

songs she released in these stages. She credits Matsuda for expressing through her songs and 

behavior what many women could not express. Thus, Matsuda's burikko performance relates to 

the Song she released at the time, Cherry Blossom, in which she sang, "1 am becoming 

awakened to everything.. . It's tomorrow that our promise will be fùlfilled. The flower of love 

that 1 embrace in my heart; you will catch it for me, won't you?" When her romance with 

Hiromi Go was proceeding, she released a Song called Love Song in which she sang, "When 1 

can't see you, and feel sad about it, 1 can only mutter to encourage myself: 1 love you very 

much.. ., 1 will keep waiting for you." When Matsuda ended her romance with Go and married 

Kanda, she sang a Song titied Time Trael, part of which said, "1 probably still love you.. . The 
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1982) signifies the importance reaching adulthood. These essays were recommended to me by 

my informants, who were influenced by Matsuda in one way or another. Another book, Seiko 

(1986), considered written by Matsuda under her married name, Noriko Kanda, is considered a 

reflexive autobiography commemorating her marriage with Masaki Kanda. These essays are 

more valuable to the readers who want to know more about Matsuda than other sources such as 

tabloids and feature articles in magazines. This is because they detail in a single package what is 

purportedly an extraordinary individual's own account of her ideas, experiences, and practices, 

her life and her world, her thoughts about herself, her reactions to the ways she was treated by 

people around her, and messages she wishes to deliver to the readers. 

In each of these essays, a wide range of issues concerning life, including work, romance, 

rnarriage, womanhood and manhood, sex, stories about mernorable events in the past, current 

activities, and future prospects are discussed. More important cuiturally are recurrent themes 

related to socialization and self-development. Training in social membership and the cultivation 

of the individual have been serious enterprises in Japan for centuries, and they are regarded as 

imperative to the creation of an orderly society, individual quality, and persona1 fulfillment 

(Rohlen l986:327). Many parts of Matsuda's essays contribute to these cultural enterprises by 

intenveaving her own experiences to issues that are related to socialization and self- 

development. For exarnple, interpersonal relationships are commented as follows: 

Seiko is very happy now. It's because there is someone like you who are 
supporting me. 1 feel really glad that I became a singer. 1 am beginning to feel 
that even someone like me can look out for myself. (1980: 16) 

The fact that I am here today owes much to your support. Thank you! ! -- 1 am 
sorry for such a hackneyed statement, but this is my tnie feeling. The s t a f f  
members of Sun Music, those of CBS/Sony, those of various TV and radio 
stations.. ., and al1 the fans who have always been supportive of me since my 
debut, thank you very much. There were many joyful events on my way here, but 
there were sad and bitter events as well. In al1 of these moments 1 said to myself, 
'Seiko Matsuda is not alone. Seiko is here because she is together with her staff 



and her fans', and worked hard with my teeth clenched. 1 am [insignificantly] 
smdl, but I do not want to forget to keep up [in life] with my eamest stance. 
(1 98 1 :24) 

[As 1 was touring around for my concert] 1 became increasingl y exhausted. 
When 1 faced my fans who cheered me, such exhaustion easily vanished. 'There 
are so many people who are supportive of me al1 across Japan!!' This fact very 
much touched my heart. It encouraged me to work much much harder fiom now 
on as well!! (1 98 159) 

It has been three years since 1 made my debut. Al1 this time I have been running 
with dl my might. 1 did my best to live up to your enthsiastic support. From 
now on, too, 1 wish to wdk dong with you al1 the way. (1982:21) 

One after another, the new world cornes surging at me. A new passage opens 
before my eyes. There is no tuming back for me. 1 can oniy march forward, and 
forward. Because everyone takes me by the hand, because everyone takes me by 
hand, 1 can march onward. (1 982: 127) 

These comrnents reflect the high value given to interpersonal relationships in Japanese society 

which, rooted in the socio-psychology of dependence (amae), encourages close emotional ties 

between actors. There are prominent Japanese concepts that emphasize the importance of social 

ties in which one is situated, such as giri and on: giri signifies the sense of social obligation; 

and on or "beneficience" signifies the tendency to feel appreciation for what others have done 

on one's behalf @oi 1973; Suzuki 1976; Hamaguchi 1980; BefÙ 1986). interpersonal 

relationships are stressed in reference to these concepts and in the indication of the importance 

of togethemess as well as mutual support. In her essayç, Matsuda repeatedly expresses how 

much feel obliged and thankhi io those who support her, including fans and staffmembers. She 

is projected as a benevolent subject that appeals to the readen' sense of empathy. 

If dependence offers an emotional ground for establishing social solidarity, the sense of 

responsibility enables Japanese actors to coordinate their ideas and behaviors toward the 

maintenance of that solidarity. Matsuda's essays certainly reflect this, as the following excerpts 

show: 



During the rehearsal [of my concert], dozens of cameramen were taking photos 
of me singing. People in the band, lighting staff, equipment staff, and sound- 
mixing people -- when 1 thought that everyone was working hard on my behaif, 1 
could feel that 1 was about to do something very important, and 1 felt extremely 
responsible. (1 980:27) 

w e n  1 acted in drama for the first tirne] 1 was caught up, and 1 made many 
mistakes. 1 had a particularly dificult time with my accent, which 1 could not get 
right. Tears strearned from my eyes, redly, because 1 felt bad for my CO-actors 
who had to wait for me for a long time. The fact that such a beginner like myself 
took away the precious work-time of famous actors made the sense of 
responsibility corne home to my heart. I felt so bad that I couldn't stand it. 
(1 98 1 :27) 

In Japanese families, schools and places of work, the moral value of becoming a responsible 

adult who can adequately perform one's social role is given emphasis (Lanham 1979; 

Curnmings 1980; Rohlen 1986). Matsuda's essays contextudize this value by demonstrating 

Matsuda's sense of responsibility to do the best as a performer toward her assistants, supporters 

and coworkers. 

Elsewhere, essays touch on the issue of self-cultivation as stories of Matsuda's experiences 

about struggles, challenges, and the overcoming of suffering at important moments of her life. 

As the following excerpts show: 

My father's dream was to have me attend a university.. . and then rnake me a cute 
bride. In that sense, 1 let my parents dom,  and 1 am an undutiful daughter. 
Nevertheless, I just didn't want to have regret [in my life], so... 1 pled [with my 
father to give me his support]. Then my father slapped me even before he ended 
saying, 'If you want to be a singer so much, get out of this house at once!' I 
patiently kept my drearn.. . People from the record Company and the production 
came to see my father and had a talk with him, many many times. As a result, 
my father eventually changed his opinion toward giving me permission. Yet, he 
did not tell me, 'You c m  be a singer', until the very end. (1 980: 13 8,140) 

Before making a record-debut, it was decided [by my agency] that 1 should 
perform in a television commercial, so 1 took an audition for an ice cream 
commercial first. 1 failed this one completely, however. Without being 
disheartened by this, I took the audition for Shiseido's commercial cdled 'cheek 
dimples' [advertising a cosmetic product] this time. There was this thing called 
test-filming, and 1 changed my hair styles and washed my face [before the 
camera] many times.. . 1 remained as a finalist, but there was a sudden reversal at 



the very end ... 1 don't have any dimple on my cheek!! It was decided that there 
was no point in ushg a model without any dimple to advertise a product called 
'cheek dimples'. 1 worked hard to perform in the audition, and I was rewarded 
for this in the end, and they allowed me to sing the image-song instead of acting 
as the model. (1 98 1 :30) 

The concert held in Kyushu in the late summer of 1983 was one ordeal for me. 
As such, summer concerts made you exhausted because you had to nin around 
the whole country in the middle of the heat. Besides, there were two stage 
performances, daytime and evening, each time. Work for a TV station in Tokyo 
was added ont0 this, and 1 was quite anxious by the time 1 reached Kyushu.. . On 
the evening stage, I lost the sense of what I \vas doing. My legs were not fimly 
placed on the ground. My throat was dried up. My voice faded out. Before long, 
gastric juice came up to my throat. 1 tried to endure it as hard as 1 could. 1 
encouraged myself to keep singing with a smile on rny face. If people who took 
the trouble of coming to see found out that 1 wasn't feeling well, they probably 
wouldntt be able to enjoy.. . And if 1 collapsed, the place would be in chaos, and 
people would be in shock. '1 feel sick a little, but 1 think 1 can keep up till the 
end', I said to the staffwhen 1 came down From the stage for a change of 
costumes. The staff'knew that 1 didn't eat at al1 before the concert, and they 
seemed much more anxious than me because they saw me dnpping the greasy 
sweat from my paled face. 1 changed my costumes, pushed back the gastric juice 
that came up, and made strenuous efforts to sing. (1 986:66,67) 

I was shocked when I first found [an article] in a [tabloid] magazine indicating 
that high school and University students of my generation Say 'your legs are 
Seiko-ed' [(ashi ga Seiko-rieru) d e r  my bow-legs] when they see a bowlegged 
person. Then, when 1 looked at my legs they were indeed bowlegged ... Although 
1 have given up in the sense that they were given to me [and thus there was 
nothing 1 could really do about them essentially], 1 have been ... reminding 
myself 'not to be Seiko-ed' wherever people were watching. (1986: 104,105) 

These comments illustrate Matsuda as a willing and patient individual who manages to conquer 

difficulties, such as the father's counter force and her physical shortcomings (not having 

dimples, being exhausted, and being bow-legged), to accomplish her goals. This reminds the 

reader of a popular Japanese phrase, shoshi-Aanrestu or "carrying out one's original intention," 

that signifies the importance of fulfillment through intention and discipline. Readers are led to 

believe that once Matsuda intends to do something, she does not let go of it until she 

accomplishes it, even if it involves much suffering. 



Lebra (1976:75) contends that individuals in Japan subject themselves to a long-range effort 

to elevate their status through education and occupation, which are subject to the development 

of self. A Japanese individual expects to work hard in her or his youth with an optimistic belief 

in the efficacy of strenuous personal effort in attaining a goal. Strenuous effort (doryoku) and 

suffering (kura are expected of a young person who has ambition. While the above comments 

represent Matsuda's experiences of suffering, other passages demonstrate her expectations on 

effort. Matsuda States: 

At the time of my debut, I couldn't express my opinion in interviews at all, 
thinking '1 cannot Say this' and 'I cannot Say that either'. It's not that people in 
my agency told me not to Say anythmg unusual. Although it was the case that I 
could go ahead and express my ideas, 1 was bad at doing so. That is why 1 was 
misunderstood by many people and hated by women [who called me burikko]!! 
Starting this year, however, 1 am expressing my feelings and thought in terms of 
my own opinions. ( 198 1 : 146) 

Let me tell you about rny image of adult and child. The image of an adult -- to be 
able to take responsibility for everythng that one does, without troubling 
anyone. The image of a child is to work hard and funously. As for me, both of 
thcse conditions apply. It's true that I am working hard and furiously, and it is 
also tnie that I wish to act with the sense of responsibility.. . To be more precise, 
1 am still a child, but 1 am making effort to become an adult. (198 1 : 158) 

It's less than a half year before I will turn 20. I will not become sentimental about 
my teenage that is passing away. I don? like to look back to the past and 
whimper about it. As 1 mentioned before, only now and the future are important 
for me.. . It is [generally] thought that sentimentalism is a typical characteristic 
of young women, isn't it. When you think about it, however, such logic is a big 
fallacy. By young-womanhood 1 mean.. . much healthier young-womanhood.. . 
Thus, 1 am grateful to be able to tum 20, and I am in high spirits, ready to make 
more efforts. (1 98 1 : 160,16 1) 

Many times, I was asked, 'If you had a choice between a love-&air and a career, 
which would you choose?' I answered, 'Both of them are equally important'. 1 
am sure that 1 can love someone no matter how busy 1 am with my work.. . Even 
when 1 loved one of my coworkers, 1 hardly got conîùsed [between work and 
private business]. . . In my high-school years, whenever 1 fell in love with a boy, 
and if this boy and 1 had a similar grade.. . $ 1  studied hard so as to demonstrate 
that 1 wouidn't fa11 behind him ... It was the same when 1 entered this world [of 
show business]. I worked hard when 1 had to. When someone I liked was 



working near me, 1 worked harder not to be defeated [by him]. 1 felt at the time 
that my lover ought to be my strongest rival at the same time. (1986:22,23) 

These comments together project Matsuda as a child making efforts to become a responsible 

and opinionated adult. The idea of effort is valued in education and occupation. Yet, statement 

on the ideal image of children to work hard and fùriously suggests that even something like 

aging does not simply happen -- one should make efforts to grow up. This echoes a prominent 

Japanese perception that childhood is regarded as the time to play, and that this play is part of 

the child's work which contributes to her or his self-development. As in the phrase "the childs 

work is play" (asobi wu kodomo no shigoto), the child is expected to play hard as much as the 

adult is expected to work hard. An ambitious adolescent role mode1 such as Matsuda is 

envisioned as incorporating such an idea of childhood as already a stage prepared for adulthood 

in which one's social status is achieved. As the last statement suggests, even youthful romance 

motivates hard work in Matsuda's scherne of effort. 

Not only do the essays demonstrate Matsuda's positive attitudes toward life to the readers, 

but they also encourage the readers to be positive about their lives as well. In a section of 

Matsuda's 1980 essay, for example, it is stated: 

For those of you who think you are no good: 1 often feel the same way, [that I 
am no good,] too. In such times, I decided to think this way: that this is not just 
my problem. It happens to everyone. Although it is seldom expressed, we ail are 
trying hard to cut out a path through it, you know. If you think, '1 am no good', 
people around you will strangely start to think that you are no good, and if you 
think, '1 am not popular', you will indeed become less and less popular. 1 
suppose things often do not tum out the way you want them to, but rather 
because of this, one cannot live without believing in the possibility of the self. 
It's not fun, is it, if you don? challenge every possibility there is, thinking, '1 can 
do it if 1 try '? (1 980: 197,198). 

For those of you who can't make fiiends: youth without a fiiend may be 
Ionesome. I thought about how to make a fnend with whom one can encourage 
each oiher and help each other. This is what 1 think: for example, if there is 
someone that one c m  feel, 'Ah- This person looks alright', then she or he should 
open her or his heart [and approach this person]. Otherwise, that person will not 



open her or his heart either. If one wants to have a fkiend, she or he should try to 
be a fnend for someone, too, shouldn't she or he? 1 think that not having a fkiend 
does not necessarily mean that there is no one there to talk to. It's simply that 
there is no close friend, or red &end, or someone with whom one can share 
understanding, or to whom she or he can honestly reved her or himself. 
( 1980: 1 99,200). 

For those who are brokenhearted: It's wonderhl to be in love, but somehow it's 
accompanied by disappointments. 1 think it is hard to feel sad every time you 
lose your love.. . Yet, 1 think those without any experience of being 
brokenhearted are boring. 1 think that one c m  become evermore strong 3s a 
person and understanding toward other people's feelings through 
disappointments in love. There are many beautiful things on earth, I think... 
Beautiful flowers, beautiful skies, beautiful scenery ... If there is a heart to feel 
beautiful things as beautiful, your heart will be polished beautifully. If so, I think 
that you will meet a wonderful person once again. (1980:202-204). 

By providing thoughtfùl and encouraging comments on some potential problems that beset 

growing adolescents, Matsuda - the cutesy pop-id01 - is envisioned as a pop-philosopher who 

provides her audience with symbolic power for self-development or transformation. 

Apparently, al1 the lines presented above, publicized between 1980 and 1986, together 

explicate Matsuda's dedication to her performances and her audience, as well as the substantial 

development of her personality over tirne. Matsuda is represented as someone who transformed 

herseif from an inexperienced, support-seeking girl to a confident and established performer 

who mastered the skills she needed to lead a meaningful life through the youthful stage. Al1 of 

this is based on the assumption that youth -- to which Matsuda and the readers of her cssays are 

together entitled -- is a progressive state in which one is expected to actively explore the world, 

cultivate her or his way of life, and seek after her or his dreams, and make them corne bue. As 

another part of Matsuda's essay expands: 

1 think that youth is about taking a risk. To bet [one's life] on something that one 
can think 'This is it' -- be it in study, sports, or romance... -- is what makes that 
person youth m... It's al1 right to make mistakes, really. In my case, 1 jumped 
into the entertainment world because 1 wanted to entrust myself to this kind of a 
risk. One of the reasons that my parents opposed.. . was that the entertainment 
worid is a world full of unknown. 'It is much d e r  to graduate fiom high-school, 



attend a university, learn tea ceremonies and flower arrangements [that are 
typical subjects of brida1 training in Japan], and get married with someone nice', 
they said. Although 1 think it is very important to be safe or easy [about one's 
life], 1 feel like not being able to prove myself that 1 had a life when 1 was young 
if 1 simply followed my parents' path ... (1 980:206). 

This dernonstrates the view that the creation of a personality is made possible through 

challenging explorations in youth. Elsewhere, it is repeatedly reminded that the readers are 

together with Matsuda in youth. The prologue of Seiko 20-Sui states, "1 want to walk along the 

sarne passage of youth with you -- that is my [Le., Matsuda's] wish" (l98î:2Iy brackets mine). 

B y combining Matsuda's life-stories with directive messages to which the young readers cm 

empathize, these essays try to saturate the consciousness of the young people with the ideoiogy 

of capitalisrn: that is, personal success, as the saying goes "You can make it if you try hard." In 

demonstrating that al1 of us can be successfùl in life if we try hard enough, the pop-id01 Seiko 

Matsuda advises fellow adolescents to actively take part in the adult social order, or initiate 

themselves into it, without losing the sense of self-esteem. In doing so, Matsuda's mode1 role is 

reinforced not only in fashion but also in mind, body, and soul. She is depicted as a bright. 

cheerful, hardworking, healthy, honest, patient, positive, and progressive personality who, with 

a great deal of internai strength and will-power, manages to learn fiorn her mistakes and march 

f o m d  in life. 

Staging the Lifestyle: It's Stjde '95 

On a hot and rainy July 7, 1995,I went to observe Matsuda's concert with several 

acquaintances. It was the first of the three days in which the performance took place in 

Budokan, the hall that can hold an audience of little over 10,000 people for the audience. 

Matsuda's concerts were by then famous for the speed in which their tickets sold out, and the 

tickets for this particular concert were sold out in fifieen minutes d e r  their sales had begun. 



Tnanks to the help of Ikeda-sensei (a psrudonym), a university instructor who kindly managed 

to reserve a ticket for me through his powerful contact with a salesperson, 1 was able to attend 

the concert without rnuch difficulty. 1 becarne acquainted with Ikeda because of our mutual 

interest in Japanese popular culture and entertainment. Known for his study of Japanese 

celebrities, he was one of the first helpful persons 1 contacted in the field. On this day, he 

attended the concert with his former students who worked in media institutions. These people 

also provided me with their assistance while 1 was in the field. 

Since Budokan is surrounded by a small park, it took some time to get to the hall's entrance 

from the main gate. On the way, 1 encountered many yakuza-looking ticket scalpers who 

approached me persistently saying, "Hey niichan (bro), do you want a ticket? I have a great seat 

for you." After fifieen or so minutes of walking, 1 found a table around which a crowd of people 

gathered and competed for souvenirs of this concert. niese souvenirs included videotapes, 

photo albums, concert pamphlets, T-shirts, caps and pins. al1 of which featured Matsuda. "Hui, 

it's 3,000 yen. Thank you very much!" -- the loud voices of clerks mingled with noise created 

by customers who tried to push each other out of the way to get what they wanted. Then, one 

after another, these customers departed from the table with bags in their hands, looking 

satisfied, and prepared themselves for the line up. 

The door opened at 5:30 p.m., one hour before the concert began. 1 was waiting toward the 

fiont of the crowd that was repeatedly told by the security personnel to form four lines. There 

were people of both sexes and al1 ages were in the crowd. Some came alone, while others carne 

as couples, families, and groups. As we went up the stairs approaching the entrance, security 

personnel checked our bags to make sure that we did not have a carnera or tape-recorder to carry 

inside. Once 1 entered the large hall, 1 went to my reserved seat, located at the front row in the 

second-floor balcony of the three-story theatre. Looking around, 1 noticed a gap of about five 

197 



meters between the stage and the front row of seats. Security personnel were everywhere, 

reminding me of the fact that 1 was attending a concert given by Japan's most fmous female 

pop star. Knowing the scene from 1980 in which this same individual performed in front of a 

small crowd on a street-corner of Tokyo as part of her debut campaign, I felt how time had 

really changed. Matsuda had grown to be a big star. It was like entering the time capsule of 

some unseen future. 

The long-waited moment arrived at 6:30 p.m. A great uproar emerged out of the hall that 

was packed with people when the lights became increasingly dim and the whole area was 

covered with darkness. Once the curtain was raised, a giant screen emerged, and the music 

began to play. There appeared the image of Matsuda on a black and white screen, dancing and 

singing around a shiny silver bar, àressed in an equally shiny silver costume ( f i g w  20). As the 

audience shouted with joy, Matsuda on the screen went on singing: 

II] always try to avoid notice 
[Il act plainly and privately 
Something that nobody knows 
The secret between the two of us 
It makes me thnlled [with joy] 
The entire body feels strange ... 
Everyone is in love with you 
They are kissing the photo of you 
Rurnor says that you are the sexiest person in the world 
1 am the only one who will be embraced in your arrns 
It's style, style for '95 
1 want to feel you 
Yes, style, style for '95 
[Your] white finger strokes [my body] 
You cast a spell on me.. . 

Given the fiequent gossip about Matsuda's extramarital affairs with Amencan men (the latest of 

which at the tirne of the concert involved one of the dancers from New York that she hired), this 

Song, bedecked with terms such as "white fmger," seerned to suggest problems d e r i h g  Eom 

Amencan influence. 



Figure 20. The cover jacket of Seiko Matsuda's live concert video, 1''s Style '95. 



As 1 watched Matsuda on the screen, 1 asked myself what kind of style Matsuda was trying to 

advocate through this particular sequence of her performance. AAer some thoughts, 1 settled 

with a two-fold interpretation that: 1) Matsuda was trying to justiQ her own extramarital afTairs 

which took place abroad; and 2) by making this a style she was trying to show women in the 

audience that they had a right to take actions into their own hands, and that extramarital afiairs 

are not necessarily bad, if handled discretely. In agreement with this interpretation, one of 

Ikeda's former students later pointed out that Matsuda inflamed the so-called "extramaritai affar 

boom" f i i n  boom) in Japan today. Indeed, extramarital affair became a comrnon topic of 

television dramas at the tirne, and some of my acquaintances went on to have such an affair. To 

be sure, extramarital affairs have always existed in Japan, aithough according to cultural 

projections, it was always assumed that men took the initiative in these affairs. What 

distinguished this new trend, represented by Matsuda, was the idea that women take the 

initiative. This idea led some media critics to argue in teievision programs that Japanese society 

bas been recently becoming more immoral than before. It celebrated the idea of womanhood (or 

women's attitude) which in the past was unthinkable to go public. 

With a blast of fireworks, followed by anothcr delightful shout from the audience, the screen 

went down and Matsuda appeared on stage with seven back-up dancea (4 men and 3 women). 

She demonstrated a series of rhythmical song-and-dance performances under colorful flashing 

lights. Seeing her dressed in black costumes and putting on sexy acts, a man near me tumed to 

his fernale partner and said that she looked just like Madoma. This reminded me of some 

scenes fiom the Arnencan pop-diva's music videos such as Lucky Star, Like A Virgin, Express 

Yourserf; and Vogue. 

Mer the sexually expressive performances came a series of ballads. Matsuda reappeared 

alone on stage with fancy frilly costume, coming d o m  the stairs to close the distance between 
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herself and the audience. The special-effect fog contributed to the creation of an image that 

Matsuda was coming down before the audience from the sky. This was followed by her 

reappearancr in a more child-like, doll-like costume. Her hair was curled and had ribbons on 

top. A highiighted set-design that included gothic-style churches and rococo-style houses added 

to the effect. A closer observation of the stage-setting shows the presence of a suspension 

bridge, and this evoked the idea that this wonderland was New York -- the point confirmed 

subsequently by Ikeda and his former students. New York has been a major source of Matsuda's 

inspiration in performance since her first visit in 1983. She frequently visited this city to acquire 

the techniques of Arnerican-style performance as represented by Broadway musicals, even 

though tabloid would present it as just to enjoy her vacation and "engage in extramarital love 

affairs." 

In her essay, Matsuda recalls her visit to Billy Joel's concert as one of the most enlightening 

experiences she had in New York. In 1983, Joel invited Matsuda to his concert that took place 

in Madison Square Garden. Matsuda was overwhelmed not only by the size of this concert, but 

also by the way Joel caught the hearts of his large audience and made hem al1 stand in joy by 

the power of his songs (Matsuda 1986:258-260). She thought that although she was no 

cornparison with Joel, her songs aiso had some value, and she becarne eager to appeal to more 

people with her songs (1986:260). For those in the audience who were familiar with this 

background, the symbolic meaning of Matsuda's emergence from the exotic landscape on stage 

was al1 too clear: Matsuda had accomplished her dream by mastering the skills of Amencan 

performances and returned fiom New York to demonstrate her brushed-up performance before 

the Japanese audience. 

This immediately evoked in my academicallysriented mind the images of scholars, such as 

Amane Nishi (1 829-97), Yukichi Fukuzawa (1 835- 190 l), and Umeko Tsuda (1 864-1 929), or 
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politicians, such as Toshimichi 0kubo (1 830-78), Takayoshi Kido (1 833-77), Hirobumi It6 

(1 84 1-1 909), who became known as the pioneers of Japan's modernizatiûn in the late 19th 

century. These Japanese emissaries between Japan and the West contnbuted to the 

tmnsformation of Japan to an industrial nation-state at the begiming of the Meiji era (1 868- 

19 12). They looked up to the West as the source of inspiration, traveled to Europe and North 

America to study philosophy, science, and technology, brought back to Japan and domesticated 

anything they considered useful in the name of "public education" (kokurnin S>6ik~).'~ By 

importing the civiiized and professional style of Westem popular performances and making 

them accessible to Japanese audiences, Matsuda became a contemporary pioneer in the 

modernization of Japanese popular culture. Whether in science, technology, or entertainment. 

the modem Japanese have always looked up to the West as a place for akogare (longing). 

Matsuda shares with other pioneers her leadership role in appropriating these inspirational 

sources as she incorporates them into her own style.'' 

Intemationalization has been a national agenda since the dawn of Japan's modem era. In this 

historical setting, the West has been a point of reference as well as a national goal -- in 

reference to which Japanese people have been trying to define and redefine their national 

identity (e.g., Ohnuki-Tiemey 1990). In this sociocultural context, retumees from overseas are 

viewed as a catalyst for positive social change. Their acquired foreignness is considered as a 

resource for Japan's intemationalization (Yoshino 1998:29). Elsewhere, Kelsky's study of 

women's intemationalism in Japan (1996) shows that intemationalkt Japanese women continue 

to construct a national binary between backward Japan and a progressive modem West today, 

while inhabithg ambiguous, hybrid transnational spaces that radically destabilize Japanese 

ethnicity and implicating these spaces in Western agendas of universalism and modernity 

(1996:29). The West, particularly the United States, is imagined as a kind of promised land, the 

202 , 



source of fieedorn, oppomuiity, and a new lifestyle or ikikata. Western (especially Americrui) 

men are represented as women's allies against Japanese men, who are imagined as conservative, 

feudalistic, and sexist. It is found that many young intemationalist women in Japan beiieve that 

they cm discover a "new self' (aiarashii jibun) and remake themselves through their contacts 

with Westem things and Westem men (1956:3 1-37). In light of these studies, the cultural 

implication of the "white-finger" in the Song which Matsuda sang at the outset of her concert, 

her extramarital &airs with American men, and her "style '95," become al1 the more ciear. 

Images of exotic whiteness, American men, stage settings which resemble New York, and fancy 

Western-style costumes become instruments for Matsuda to contextualize a transitional space in 

which she positions herself as a symbolic role modei for intemationalist women. Her 

performances act upon Japanese, especially young female, audiences as a powerful source of 

progressive imagination. 

One technique used by Billy Joel in his concert is to program a medley d e r  his new songs 

have been introduced. He then points his microphone to the audience and guides them to 

participate in singing some of his earlier songs that supposedly invokc nostalgia in the minds of 

many who knew his earlier work in his career. Naturally, the audience reacts to this and sings 

the lines with Joel, provoking a sense of unity. This same technique which I observed as a 

participant of Joel's concert in 1993 was used by Matsuda in her concert in the final part which 

she cdled "let's sing together corner." When she announced that the first Song in her medley 

was going to be Tengoku No Kissu (Kim in Heaven), the members of the audience, who were 

already standing, reacted immediately with a shout. Then, many of hem jumped up and down 

with joy. Matsuda then pointed her microphone to the mass of her audience and the dialogue in 

music began: 

Audience (A): Kiss in blue heaven, far far away 



Kiss in blue heaven, please take me 
Please darling 

Matsuda (M): Splashing the beads of wave 
I pretended that I couldn't swim 
I was going to tease you a little 
But embraced in your m s ,  1 fainted 

Kiss in blue heaven, a balloon of cloud 
Kiss in blue heaven, please take me away on it 
Please darling ... 

As everyone in the audience sang dong with Matsuda through the medley, Matsuda went up 

on the bridge that was set on the side of the hall so that she could get a better view of the entire 

audience. This spatial movement seemed to have more symbolic than pragmatic significance, 

however: the bridge was enhanced with cable-like designs, creating an illusion that she was 

standing on the extension of a New York suspension bridge. Matsuda moved back and forth 

between this bridge and the center of the stage, establishing a symbolic linkage between her 

Japanese audience and the imagined landscape of New York, which is filled with exoticism, 

dream, and stylistic inspiration. 

Those who looked the most excited during this medley performance were Matsuda's long- 

terni fans and fan-club members, most of whom occupied the front rows. Fan-club members 

distinguished themselves by wearing oficial T-shirts. There were dso cheering squads who 

held paper-fans (uchiwa) in their hands and cheered Matsuda in the same rhythmical way as I 

rernember a decade earlier. Cheering squads are commonly observed in Japan in pop-id01 

concerts and sport toumaments such as baseball and martial arts. Members of these squads 

prepare rhythmcal cheers, and paper-fans are used by their leaders to keep time while the rest 

of the members execute the cheer. One cheering squad in this concert held up paper-fans with 

inscriptions, where one letter appeared on each paper-fan. Together they made up a sentence 

that said ganbme Seiko!! or "Keep it up, Seiko!!" It did not take long for their cheer to be 



transmitted to the rest of the people in the audience. When Matsuda started to sing her 1 s t  Song, 

a 1981 smash Song called Natsu No Tobira (The Summer Doonuay), the cheer becarne one big 

rhythm of harmony to be exccuted by the entire audience in the hall: 

Keys: C=clap; J=jump; [ ]=boundaries of non-lyrical utterance 

Round la. Matsuda (M): To me who cut my hair, 
ka-mi o ki-itta wata-shi-ni 
I I I I I I I I I I I I  

Audience (A): C C  C C C C C C C C C [SEIKO!] 

Round 1 b. M: you said, 'You look like another person'. 
chi-gau hito mi-tai to- 

I I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  
A: C C C  C C C C C C  

Round 2a. M: You seem a little embarrassed, 
a-nata wa su-koshi te-re-ta yofo 

1 1 1 1  1 1 1 1 1  1 1  1 1  1 1  1 
C-CC J C-CC J C-CC J C-CC J 

Round 2b. M: [and] you start walking ahead of me. 
ma-e O a-ru-i-teku- 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  
A: C C C  C C C C C  

Round 3a. M: To be honest, 'You look beautiful' 
ki-rei-da yo to hon-to wa 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  
A: C C C C C C C C C C [LET'S GO SEIKO!] 

Round 3b. M: is what 1 wanted you to Say. 
i-itte ho-shi-ka-a'tta- 
I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  

A: C C C  C C C C C C  

Round 4a. M: You are always beyond the cloak 
a-nata wa i-tsumo ta-me-rai no 
I l 1 1  1 1 1 1 1  1 1  1 1  1 1 1  

A: C-CC J C-CC J C-CC J C-CC J 

Round 4b. M: of hesitation. 
ve-eru no mu-ko-O ne- 

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1  
A: C C C  C C C C C C C  



Round Sa. M: pverybody together!] Fresh! Fresh! Fresh! ... 
I I I 

A: FRESH! FRESH! FRESH! ... 

Thus, Maisuda establishes an empathetic unity between herself and her audience by the time the 

concert is in its finale. 

Overall, the concert proceeded in such a manner that Matsuda shified her style fiom the 

vibrantly sexuai performance of recent times to the more familiar, cute performance of the past. 

Indeed, Matsuda took her audience backward in time along the trajectory using her songs as the 

vehicle of exploration. In Ikeda's analysis, this transition from the present, "matured" style to 

the past, "innocent" style represented the process in which Matsuda's Japanese identity is 

reconstnicted. Matsuda demonstrated herself to be an established Japanese pop-id01 who has 

mastered the expertise of Westem performance. I s  " Certain1 y," said Ikeda, "Matsuda has reac hed 

the finest stage that a Japanese performer can ever reach! She is the id01 of al1 idols." One of his 

students, a 27 year-old female publishing agent, added that Matsuda was "Japanese after all" 

Cyappari nihonjin). The concert she just saw made her feel "ovenvhelmed in the begiming, and 

relieved at the end" (saisho wu uttarareta kedo, saigo wa hoftoshita). This combination of 

exotic inspiration and national identity (or pride), or the transition fiom one to the other, 

according to her, was the power of Matsuda's performance. She said: 

1 think it is relatively easy for a person with such fme ,  rnoney, and interest in 
overseas life to run away from Japan and not corne back. But Matsuda wouldn't 
do this. She fiequently goes to New York or Los Angeles. where she l e m s  
about leading Westem performance and fashion, but she never immigrates 
there.. . She brings back home what she has digested abroad as her own style, 
which everyone now looks up to. This, 1 think, is her strength. She probably 
knows that she wouid not be able to accornplish so much in the U.S.A., where 
she is likely to end up as an unknown person. It would be dificult for her to 
compete with professional American singers like Whitney Houston, Tina Turner, 
or Janet Jackson, or Madonna, 1 think.. . She probably knows that her 
opportunities lie here in Japan where everyone knows her very well, supports her 



very well, and continues to expect a lot firom her. Her true identity is as a 
Japanese pop-idol, and 1 thbk she is very much aware of it. 

Thus, Matsuda's commercial value depends on her role as cultural syrnbol. Matsuda perfoms as 

a Japanese role mode1 whose passage toward establishing the self has been shared, followed, or 

debated. Her style has become the source of inspiration for many people in constructing their 

gender and national identities in the age of intemationalization. 

Summary 

The dramatic nature of identity-formation in idol-performances is revealed through the 

examination of Seiko Matsuda's life history as illustrated in a variety of media sources. The 

Japanese virtue of accomplishment is realized through a rite of passage which consists of a 

struggle in which the young actor wishing to publicly express her or himself faces a series of 

social pressures and obstacles. In the case of Seiko Matsuda, these pressures and obstacles 

included family resistance, physical deficiencies, negative tabloid coverage, and heavy 

workloads. Matsuda is represented as someone who managed to express her sense of self in the 

history of Japanese popular culture by overcorning these pressures and obstacles and developing 

a style in which her co~dent-self  is portrayed, and by which other people can be inspired. 

Thus, the passage of maturation toward individualization is carefùlly traced and descnbed by 

the media, critics, and consumers, allowing Matsuda to win social recognition upon the public's 

acceptance of Matsuda as a diligent person who works hard to accomplish her dreams, as 

Japanese would Say asoko made yaretara sugoi! meaning, "Being able to do that much is 

admirable! " 

In establishing a style, Matsuda is transformed from a dependent novice to a confident pop- 

diva. In this process, she is projected as someone who breached traditional Japanese noms and 



in particular those regarding gender, and deconstructed the conventional image of appropriate 

Japanese womanhood -- one that conforms to the ideological role of "good wife, wise mother." 

Matsuda is considered to have led her female audience toward what many people consider 

Japanese women's liberation from the home. That is, her life and her performances explicated 

the importance of a woman's personal choice over her family duty, or her self-esteem over her 

group conformity. 

Although Matsuda's career offers a good example of a pop-idol's establishment mechanisrn 

that is capitaiized by the industry, her case is by no rneans unique. In the field of pop-id01 

production, establishing the self through style is a common expectation, as the producers' 

statements shown at the outset of this chapter demonstrate. It is said that before Matsuda there 

was Momoe Yamaguchi, and after Matsuda came Yu Hayami, Noriko Sakai, Hikani Nishida, 

Rie Miyazawa, Yuki Uchida, and Namie Amuro, to list a few exarnples of female pop-idols. 

These young performers are considered to have developed their styles as they competed over 

the bigger share of an economic and syrnbolic pie. To delve into this field of stylistic 

cornpetition that characterizes Japan's pop-id01 industry will be the theme of the following 

chapter. The goal of my venture into the present ethnographic nexus was to illuminate by means 

of examining the life-stories of a successful pop-id01 how this idol is constnicted in the industry 

over tirne through the symbolic interaction between the performer, the mass media, and the 

masses. 

Notes: 

1. Some of my informants considered Matsuda one of three examples of Japanese pop-idols. Two 
other chief examples were HiroM Go and Momoe Yamaguchi (retired in 1980) who both 
dominated the entertainment scene in the 1970s. 



2.1 am here inspired by Portelli's study of subjectivity in oral history. For M e r  details, see 
Portelli (1 99 1 :ix). 

3.1 find Dyer's (1991: 132) discussion of the pop star noteworthy here. He argues that notions 
attached to the words "star," such as magic, power, fascination, authority, importance, and aura, 
signify the differentiated relation between the values perceived to be embodied by the star and the 
perceived status of those values - especially if these notions are felt to be under threat or in crisis, 
or to be essential in understanding and coping widi contemporary life. He also suggests that the 
symbolic power of the pop star depends on the degree to which these stars are accepted by the 
audience as t d y  king what they appear to be. 

4. In her Song, Girls Just Wanna Have Fun (1984), Cyndi Lauper sings, "1 corne home in the 
middle of the night, and my mother says 'Men are you going to live your life right?' Oh marna. 
ain't we not the fortunate ones? Girls just to want to have fun..." This is a good example of the 
family/sexuality tension in Amencan popular culture. A similar form of tension is apparent in 
Madonna's Papa Dont Preach, although in this case the relationship between father and daughter 
is emphasized. In both present-day Japan and North Amenca, young women perceive family as an 
ideological apparatus that keeps sexuality in line with social conformity. 

5. For M e r  details, see K6dansha (1 993: 1286). 

6. Hideyoshi Aizawa, the president of Sun Music Productions that produced Seiko Matsuda, 
recalled in my interview with him that it took some time for the agency to reach the decision to bet 
their money on Matsuda in the beginning. 

7. My personal communication with Millie Creighton, my graduate comrnittee supervisor, pointed 
out that when she was living in Japan, she found that Matsuda's role as mother was celebrated in 
the media in such a way that she was chosen by powdered milk companies as the okaasan 
(mother) of choice. This image of Matsuda was used to push baby products with the theme, 'If 
Matusda, who can S o r d  to buy any brand, uses ours, it m u t  be the best!' Creighton observes that 
in this way, Matsuda becarne the ided of motherhood projected for female consumers as a 
progressive okaasan. 

8. Budokan, or Hall of Martial Arts, was originaily designed for martial arts toumaments. The 
English rock band the Beatles, making their !%st concert visit to Japan in 1966, were the fint to 
perform at the Bud6ka.n. 

9. Matsudafs case is somewhat analogous to the scandal of Michael Jackson, who was believed to 
be undergoing skin lightening operations. It was suggested that Jackson was buying into the belief 
that whiteness was somehow to be aspired to vis-a-vis blackness. 

10. In dramas, mothers are often betrayed by their children, who eventually abandon them as they 
grow up to be adults. Yet, they are presented as ever-forgiving mothers who pour their affections 
constantiy as they endure their sutXering or who simply smile beatifically (Buruma 1984:25). 



1 1. For a concise and elaborate discussion of the Japanese emphasis on group-controlled 
behaviors, see, for exarnple, Mouer and Sugimoto (1 986). 

12. One is reminded of an old hero-tale Chüshingura here. Based on a true story, it talks about a 
landlord named Naganori Asano who loses his temper at a meeting held in the Shogun's castle. 
Asano draws his sword in an attempt to attack Kijzukenosuke Kira, another regional lord who kept 
picking on him. Charged with disrupthg the social order and public harmony for personal reasons, 
Asano is ordered to commit seppuku (an authenticated form of suicide in which the subject cuts 
open his abdomen in a traditional samurai fashion to repay the shame he had caused). Subsequent 
episodes speak of 46 of Asano's servants, led by Kuranosuke oishi, who avenge their lord and 
assassinate Kira. The Shogun later orden the 46 men to commit seppirku as well. The story 
celebrates the loyaity and bravery of these 46 men, but it also moralizes the tragic outcome of 
losing one's temper in public. I remember as a child my father used this story as an exarnple to 
teach me about the importance of patience in one's dealing with public affairs. "Never expose your 
emotion," he told me, because "if you do both you and your associates will lose face and end up 
suffering." 

13. See, for example, Beasley (1972), Bolitho (1977), and Jansen (1980) for M e r  details. 

14. Matsuda's CD-debut in New York in 1990 and her advancement into the U.S. market (which 
many Japanese speak of as a testirnony to her international success) are likely to have meaning for 
Japanese audiences in Japan in terms of enhancing her role as a pioneer of Westemization in 
popular culture. In the U.S., she is hardly known to many people. A few American informants of 
mine vaguely remembered seeing her in a news program on television where she was introduced 
as a Japanese Madonna. They were generally cynical that this previously unknown personality 
would ever make it in American show business. 

15. This point is very similar to that made by Kond6 (1 992) in her observation of Japanese fashion 
designers, who fmd their sense of identity and accomplishment in acquiring, mastering, and 
overcoming the superior modes of Europe and North Amenca. 



CHAPTER VI - THE FIELD OF COMPETING STYLES 

During my fieldwork, 1 took a three-day trip to Kyoto, a symbol of Japanese history and 

culture, which is located some 360 kilometers to the West of T6W. A former capital of Japan 

founded in 794, Ky6to is home to 202 national treasures (20 percent of Japan's total) and 1,684 

state-authorized cultural properties (1 5 percent of Japan's total). Almost 2,000 Shint6 shrines 

and Buddhist temples spread across its 610.6 square-kilometer area, where thousands of tourists 

visit each year.' 

As 1 made a pilgrimage along these places, spending 300 io 500 yen in each place for 

offertory money to pray before religious icons for their supematural protection, 1 began to note 

something curious: everywhere 1 was told by the priests, guides, and clerks that their place was 

the best. They said, "Our shrine [or temple] is distinctively sacred!" "Our place has a rich and 

unique history to which no other places c m  compare!" "The icon you see here is the only one 

that existed in the world!" Altematively, they said, "We carry some of the most precious 

treasures in Japan!" Then, 1 found many visitors rushing to souvenir corners to buy charms, 

postcards, and other memorabilia when their inspections were over. Kyôto, seen in this 

perspective, is a field in which old religious institutions continuously strive to win recognition 

that serve the interest of their prestigious positioning in the city's museological and tour- 

oriented social structure. Icons and the individualized styles that they represeni are invested in 

this setting as symbolic instruments that differentiate one religious institution from another. In 

other words, religious institutions use icons and related art forms in order to compete against 

each other over the value of social existence. T6kyots entertainment industry, where pop-idols 

and their manufacnuing agencies conduct their show business, is a parallel to this contemporary 



religious scenario. Like shrines and temples, promotion agencies and affiliate institutions invest 

symbolic values and symbolic qualities of their pop icons to make a profit. 

This chapter focuses on the nature of cornpetition that takes place in this field of pop-id01 

production. The subsequent discussion will compare in detail strategies and techniques that are 

employed by promotion agencies to differentiate themselves in the field of symbolic 

production. From the standpoint of business institutions, the value of pop-idols is measured in 

terms of their usefulness in facilitating commercial activities. Thus, the more an idol-talent cm 

attract consumers, inducing them to buy what they advertise and allowing the advertisers to 

make a profit, the more recognition she or he eams. To this end, every idol-candidate tries to 

develop her or his own style that can attract people and distinguish her or him from coexisting 

rivals. With this in mind, the first section will introduce some of the existing pop-id01 as they 

are perceived by producers and fans. 

A style developed by certain pop-idols that appeals to a large nurnber of people is often 

imitated by other candidates in their pursuit of fame. Many of these copycats subsequently try 

to derive their own foms to distinguish themselves fiom the originator as well as other 

imitators. The stylistic performance of a pop-id01 may last as long as the style appeals to the 

consumers as something trendy, but it is often the case that one trend quickly gives its way to 

another. This puts producers in a situation where they are constantly on the look out for a new 

style that can inspire the public. 

The question of style, then, cannot be limited to the realm of subjectivity, but must take into 

account its inextricably interwoven relationship with the dynamic power structure that 

characterizes the Japanese entertainment industry and consumer society t ~ d a y . ~  This means that 

the process whereby the field of symbolic production becomes a temporal structure that defies 

the temporal stanis of taste is taken into account (Bourdieu 1993: 108). This process 



contextualizes the chronological contrast between the newcomers and the old-established, the 

challengers and the veterans, or the avant-garde and the classic, in concurrence with the 

economic opposition between the poor and the rich, the small and the big, the cheap and the 

dear. In such a context, the development of symbolic art forms and their producers is subjected 

to the continuous creation of the battle between those who have made their nmes  and those 

who have not established themselves as of yet. Those established are struggling to stay in view; 

while those who are new are fighting to relegate to the p s t  the established figures, freeze the 

movement of time, and fix the present state of the field (Bourdieu 1993 : 104- 106). With this in 

mind, the second section of this chapter wiil try to illustrate promotional techniques developed 

by pop-idols and their agencies. 1 will here include my own experience of being promoted by 

my mentor Akio Nakamon and his producing staff, so as to provide a better picture of how 

stylistic promotion is planned and exercised. The story of my promotion will also be used to 

explicate the relationship I developed as a researcher with my informants in the field. 

The syrnbolic competition between different pop-idols is not a practice of promotion 

agencies alone. Fans and audiences also participate in the politics of differentiation as they 

identiQ themselves with their favorite pop-idols and group themselves against each other. The 

third section of this chapter, then, will discuss how members of the audience locate, distinguish, 

and root their selves in the field of idol-consumption in reference to a public event involving 

two idol-groups, one idol-duo and a solo. 

Into the Islands of Eight-Million Smiles 

The Mytliological Interplay 

In Japanese mythology, the four main islands as well as some 1,000 smailer islands that 

spread across the country, and various geographic landscapes in them, are considered works of 
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gods. These spaces are also believed to be inhabited by gods, and are characterized as gods 

themselves. in mythical times, these so-called yaoyorom no kami or "eight million gods" 

interacted in many ways: some coexisted in solidarity, while others fought against each other 

and even killed; while others made love to each other and gave birth to the next generation of 

gods. Today, one cm find places everywhere that are noted in comection with these gods, and 

find shrines which people of regional and local communities visit to worship their gods. 

According to the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters), which describes the divine origin of the 

impenal descent, earthly gods created Japan's archipelago, or initiated activities that are known 

as kuniumi (lit. "giving birth to a country") and hnizukuri ("constmcting the country"), in 

accordance with directions given by heavenly gods (e.g., Konoshi 1994: 1 18). 

Id01 performances resemble this creation myth in many ways: pop-idols, equipped with their 

symbolic qualities, aim to establish their territones or "islands" (so to speak) within the field, 

and in the process interact with each other in various ways. Like gods, they enhance their 

activity space or landscape differently, creating legends to be spoken and shared by their 

worshippers. Behind al1 this are producers who, like heavenly gods, nurture and direct the 

earthiy pop-idols according to their visions of creation. One producer made this explicit in an 

interview, saying that nourishing the idols with one's vision of social influence is the producer's 

raison d 'étre (figure 2 1 ) . 

In his study of bikkuriman chocolate, a hit-product that was targeted to children for 

consumption, Otsuka discovers that child consumers were attracted to a series of stickers that 

came with the chocolates as a gift rather than the chocolates themselves. These stickers featured 

animated figures - heroic and villainous - whose narnes and roles were briefly inscribed on the 

back as a caption entitled "the gossip of the devil's world." What motivated the consumers, 

according to ~tsuka, was the fact that they could collect these stickers and in the process use 

214 



Figure 21. An example of the mythical presentation of pop-idols from the book 
written by an idol-producer, Masatoshi Sakai, whose title reads The True Faces 
@Pop Stars Who Constructed Myths (pubüshed 1995). 



their imaginations to create their own stones about how these figures interacted with each other. 

In this, 0tsuka sees a structural similarity with Japanese mythology. He argues: 

In fact, there is no particular hero in the bikkuriman series. There are heroic god- 
like figures cdled 'heads' representing different eras, but none of these figures is 
a hero throughout the entire series. This structure is identical to that of the Kojiki 
in which the myth is centered on heroic gods who represent different eras, such 
as Susano'o, Okuninushi, Yamatotakeni. There are altogether 772 gods in the 
bikkzrriman series which is no match with the eight-million gods, but bikkuriman 
is systematized in such a way as to be sufficiently compatible to the Japanese 
mythology (Otsuka 1 WO:3 1 7, italics mine). 

Ôtsuka rightly contends that children are constmcting their own historical narratives in the 

process of consuming commodified images -- the kind of historical narratives that you do not 

learn to read and create in Japanese schools due to their mechanical focus on the mere 

memorization of enurnerated dates and names (1 990:3 1 1). 

Likewise, the series of stylized pop-idols are consumed popularly as they appeal to people's 

sense of time - that is, the sense of popular history which is not limited to the recording of 

events that occurred at the level of, Say, national politics and state economy. Pop-id01 fans and 

audiences enjoy creating their own epoch-marking stories as they relate themselves to their 

idols. The mass media hinction here as mediators or by-standers, which direct these people's 

interests and imaginations toward preferred readings of the time. The media offer descriptions 

about the pop-idols and their performances that are similar to those captions that appear on the 

back of bikkuriman stickers. 

I found numerous materials and activities that signify this mythological interplay behveen 

pop-idols, promotion agencies, the mass media, and consumea. Wnters on popular culture kept 

publishing taxonomies and genealogies that classified pop-idols on the bais  of styles (e.g., 

Kitagawa et al. 1988; Takakura et al. 1995; Scholar 1996)(figure 22). Fashion magazines 

featured articles that commented on the mode1 role of each pop-id01 in fashion and lifestyle, or 



Figure 22. An example of pop-idol genealogy from The Encyclopedia of the 
Evolutionury Class~jicution of fitinct Entertainers (199523); in this particula r 
book, the authors classify successive Japinese pop stam as if they were 
paleontological specimens. 



provided rankings of popular personaiities based on consumer s w e y s  (figure 23; cf. figure 24). 

Fans and readers, on the other hand, often debated the validity of these classifications and 

rankings based on their own criteria. 

When 1 participated in a get together of an id01 research group at a restaurant, one fan pulled 

out two issues of Bejenns, a popular magazine for men. In it appeared articles called The 25- 

year history ofpop-idols as seen in record jackers.' One of them, the June 1, 1995 issue, 

focused on the history of female pop-id01 solos while the other, the July 15 issue, emphasized 

female idol-groups. 

At the beginning of theçe articles were commentaries titled All about heroine's mernorial 

(written in English) that laid the foundation of these particular narratives, such as: 

In 1970, Yuki Okazaki played a heroine role in a TBS drarna and had a sudden 
rise to popularity. In 197 1 . . ., so-called the Three Girls' Company, including 
Mari Amachi and Rumiko Koyanagi, dominated the Braun tube [Le., the TV]. In 
the following year, pop-id01 [performances]. . . was established [as a genre] with 
the appearances of Megumi Asaoka who sang along with choreography, and 
Miyoko Asada who emphasized her friendliness in a drama (61 111 995, p.24). 

This offered a genealogical diagram describing the comection between some important idol- 

groups that appeared between the 1970s and 1990s (figure 25). These commentaries were 

followed by lists of idol-names and captions that briefly described their backgrounds. 

Members of the research group started to discuss these articles, evaluating the validity of 

media-constructed genealogies and making various cornments about the list of pop-id01 

biographies. One of the members, for exarnple, questioned the association between two idol- 

groups in the diagram saying, "I have no idea what this arrow rneans. How does the [idol-group] 

Shgotai connect with [another group] Onyanko Club?". To this another member offered his 

interpretation: "They're probably referring to the big-money spent on their planning." "Oh yea," 

replied the skeptic, "1 remember that Shqotai was advertised as what, a ten-million-yen project? 
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Figure 23. A sample pop-id01 ranking chart with profiles and stories from 
the October 19,1994 issue of Takarajima (p.44). 
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Or, was it a hundred?" Thus, the members compared different pop-idols or idol-groups, 

evaluating their social, economic and historicd statuses to the best of their knowledge. 

Sitting next to hem, 1 was discussing with another idol-fan his preferences between different 

types of pop-idols. This fan distinguished first between solo and group, devaluing the latter as 

worthless. He said there was no point in adoring idol-groups because they are kikaku-mono (lit. 

"planned thing"), by which he meant groups whose members were put together under a certain 

concept of marketing. 1 asked what was wrong with it, to which he replied, "In these cases, the 

producers' concepts inevitably precede personal qualities. This goes against my belief in the 

principle of pop-id01 production, which is to put heart [kokoro] into numinng each of the young 

candidates as an individual personality." 

Putting heart into doing something has an important implication in Japanese culture. 

Japanese ofien make moral judgments in accordance with the presence or absence of sincere 

motives toward others. A culturally emphasized notion, the morality of kokoro or rnugokoro (lit. 

"true heart") supports the Japanese sense of social obligation. Heartedness signifies the pure 

self, which is identified, morally, as sincere, selfless and altniistic -- vis-a-vis the impure self 

which is identified with pursuit of selfish interest (Lebra 1976: 162; l986:364). From this 

standpoint, 1 thought that the id01 fan to whom 1 was talking tried to devalue idol-groups 

socially and culturally because they exposed commercial interests, rather than the producers' 

wiliingness to provide careful attention to the perfomers' personai development. 

Before long, other idol-fans joined our conversation, and we developed a heated discussion 

on the topic, "1s there a royal road to pop-id01 marketing?" The fan to whom 1 was originally 

talking insisted upon his view that pop-id01 production had to focus on human development 

rather than the pursuit of commercial interests. However, another fan said that there was no 

royal road to id01 marketing. Other fans replied to this, expressing their rnixed feelings about 
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the issue. Subsequently, the topic of our conversation shifted from preferences based on id01 

types to that based on the details of existing idol-personalities. In the end, everyone enjoyed the 

debate on pop-id01 appropriation, just as they would enjoy appropriating history by identifying 

what is good and what is bad in the tales of struggle over some temtorial power. Such a debate 

was a common occurrence in meetings held by other pop-id01 research groups. In these 

meetings, some fans fiequently brought new, inspiring references on id01 taxonomies, providing 

other members with points of enûy into the field of pop-id01 contestation. 

Creation Stories 

Ambitious pop-idols and promotion agencies situated themselves in a constant rivalry 

against each other, and cornpetition over wiming prestige always centered around the politics 

of stylistic differentiation in which actors tried to drvelop their own trade-mark. Some of these 

trademarks such as sexy id01 were visuaily oriented; while others like pure-type were based on 

personal qualities, and still othen such as id01 actors emphasized their acting skills. There were 

also child actors whose agr ranged between eight and ihirteen. 

Oscar Promotion, Inc., with its emphasis on the idea of beauty (bi), established its territory, 

known today as the "kingdom of 1,300 beauty queens," in the field of idol-production by 

promoting a series of idolized fashion-models since 1970. Sei'ichi Koga, the president of this 

agency, descnbes his cause for creating this agency in an article that looks back at its 25 years 

of history. His mission was to develop a new beauty standard by inhabiting the space created by 

the gap between what he considered to be the developed beauty-standard of the West on one 

hand, and the backward beauty-standard of Iapan on the other. As Koga elaborates: 

[During the 50 post-war years,] Japanese beauty has been rarely recognized in 
international beauty contests as well as the worlds of cinema and fashion. This 
indicates the fact that Japanese beauty has not reached the global level. If the 



entertainment industry is ... the 'industry of dreams', 1 thought that [people who 
work in it] must have a sense of beauty that can be compared to that of Europe 
and North Amenca, nations that champion our dreams.. . That is why 1 started 
Oscar Promotion.. . In Europe and North Amerka, it was becoming a common 
practice for fashion-rnodels to ... perform in movies, stage, and television 
programs. In Japan, however, there hasn't been a place for fashion-models to 
expand their activities as actors or singers. Thus, 1 started Oscar Promotion ... as  a 
producing system to create stars out of fashion-models. The business strategy 
[we used] to establish this system was. .. to send high-qudity campaign girls to 
various image-up campaigns that became a popular practice arnong corporations 
in the 1970s.. . Subsequently, these girls developed a wide range of talent 
activities, and became the first star-talents who grew out of fashion-rnodels in 
Japan as they won recognition not only as visual models, but also as talented 
perfomers (Koga 1 996: 1 16). 

This suggests that there should be the recognition of the Japanese sense of beauty in its own 

right, rather than the expectation that the Western standard of beauty should be the one that 

prevails. Koga's agency has been trying to initiate such recognition through the production and 

popularization of a new idol-relic. The Oscar's recent master-mode!, Kurniko Got6 (who 

debuted in 1987), was advertised as kokumin-reki bishqo or the "nation's beautihl girl," 

creating a public sensation. The agency reacted by holding annual "beautifbl girl" (bishgo) 

audition contests that attracted thousands of applicants each year. 

Johnny's was an agency that became successful since its emergence in 1967 by focusing 

exclusively on the production of young male pop-idols. Their fiat product was a group by the 

name of Four Leaves (1 967-1978), whose popularity lasted through the next decade. This 

agency has dominated the male side of the Japanese id01 market ever since, producing a Stream 

of big names over the years. bhnny's big names included individuals such as Hiromi Go (who 

debuted in 1972) and Toshihiko Tahara (who debuted in 1979), as well as groups such as 

Hikam Genji (1987-1993, named after a playboy character of the royal farnily in the classic of 

Japanese literature, Genji Monogutari or The Tale of Genji, published in the early 12th century) 

and SUAP (that debuted in 1993). These popidols and idol-groups appealed to thousands of 



young female fans. The ultimate message to be delivered by these performers and their 

promoters was that each of them was considered unique and had hi& potential vis-a-vis others. 

Yoshiharu Noda was a president of an emergent promotion agency, Yellow Cab, Ltd. 

(founded in 1980), and his trademark was "large-breast pop-idols" (kyonyùaidoru). Over the 

past fifteen years, his career involved producing such popuiar figures as Shinobu Hone (1 984- 

1987), Reiko Kato (who debuted in 1990), Fumie Hosokawa (who debuted in 1992), and Akiko 

Hinagata (who debuted in 1995). These personalities repeatedly appeared in magazines and 

television commercials in bikinis (figure 26).4 Upon his kind reply to my interview request, 

Noda explained to me concisely about his reasons for developing this particular style. He said, 

In the past, there were two types of performances in Japanese show business 
involving young femaie performen: the white type and the pink type. The white 
ones, called pop-idols, sold the images of purity. They were publicly adorable 
for their 'cute and healthy' images, as you know. On the contrary, pink ones, 
called pom actresses, sold their nudity ... to satisfy men's sexual desires. 
Considered obscene, their performances were limited to mature audiences. For 
most pop-idols, appearing in bikinis was as far as they would go in terms of 
exposing their bodies in public space -- albeit shamehlly. My idea, then, was to 
develop a new style that would fit between these two categories. 1 wanted to 
nurture [young female] performers who could attract greater nurnbers of people. 
1 wanted to transform these performers graduaily, from a physically exposed 
personality that appears in bikinis and appeals to boys to an experienced actor 
who c m  impress people of both sexes and al1 ages. Since there has been a strong 
emphasis on motherhood in Japan, 1 recniited young women who I thought could 
symbolize Japan's future motherhood. Thus came those with large breasts, the 
giamorous syrnbol of motherhood. As the Japanese saying goes, to be big is to 
be good. So, I wanted to capture people's attention with a big symbol of 
motherhood in producing female actors. 

Thus, Noda justified his cause for bringing in a new style into the idol-market in an attempt to 

make his agency's name. In the struggle for social recognition, certain concepts, or pseudo- 

concepts, are produced as practical classifjmg tools that create sirnilarities and differences by 

naming them (Bourdieu 1993 : 106). In Noda's case, "large breast" is one such concept that 



Figure 26. The front cover of Shogakknn's comic special, Hina Ni Mune-Kyun 
(In Love wiilr Hha),  where Akiko Hinagata (nicknamed "Hina") appears in a 
bikini; this book tells the success story of Hinagata and Yellow Cab, Ied by 
Noda, in an nnimated fom.  



helped him create a new position beyond the positions presently occupied in the market, narnely 

cute-idols and pom stars, in the avant-garde. 

I pointed out, somewhat suspiciously, that the large breast style he is advocating might 

become a subject of critique due to the existing public noms about sexuality. Noda confidently 

replied that although the style he developed surprised people in the beginning. they eventually 

got used to it in the end. However these people thought, they made the performers famous by 

talking about them. Apparently, the large breast style became an instrument of the mass- 

motivating tactic. Noda added to this: 

Things become problematic when one does it secretly or thoughtlessly. When 
you are reasonable, and are capable of demonstrating your reason to the 
audience, you will eventually be able to convince the public. In my experience, 
that's the way [Japanese] people are in general. 

Indeed, Hone (who passed away of cancer in 1987), Kato, Hosokawa, and Hinagata al1 turned 

out to have successful careers, and they subsequently performed in ciramas and movies. 

A busy promoter, Noda was on the move constantly. My first meeting with hirn took place in 

a hotel cafe during the time of his coffee break. This was intempted by a call, however, oniy to 

be retrieved upon my second request to get together two weeks later. When 1 arrived the second 

time, Noda was giving instructions to his assistant on his ce11 telephone. Working papers were 

spread across the large table he occupied in the cafe in which there were profiles of candidates 

in bikinis. As 1 peeped into these profiles looking curiously, Noda told me that they were 

performers of the new generation, and that he was d n g  around many offices of event 

organizers and record companies to advertise them. 

In his study of product development, an advertisement consultant Nobuyoshi Umezawa 

contends that there are conceptual and artistic sides to al1 items designed for consumption. The 

former refers to how much an item can stimulate the wants of the consumers, and the latter 



refers to how well it cm satisfy the consumers and make them feel that they want more 

(Umezawa 1984). The field of idol-production is full of concepts developed by promotion 

agencies in order to differentiate themselves fiom coexisting others; and producers are 

constantly seeking individuals that meet these concepts. Eminent styles evolve when 

performers, backed up by inspiring concepts, manage to perform well and develop themselves 

into marketable personalities. 

Strategies and Techniques of IdoCPrornotion 

Criteria of Marketability 

In the competitive world of consumer capitalism, the survival of pop-idots depends on how 

much she or he can continue to attract people and sel1 her or his images. Most of the agencies 

and media institutions with which 1 carne into contact conducted consumer surveys, known 

commonly as  tarent0 k&nh tesuto or "talent likability test." This examined which pop-id01 

(or a talent fiom any other genre) is favored by the audience and why. 

In the process of investigating how pop-id01 popularity is measured by respective agencies, 1 

met Masanobu Naito, a producer who worked at Dentsü Corporation. Dentsü is a leading 

advertising agency in Japan that performs as a matchmaker between promotion agencies (that 

offer talents) and marketing corporations (that hire talents selectively in advertisements to 

heighten the image of advertised products). In our meeting, Naito showed me a pile of materials 

that related to the research he conducted in 1993 and 1994, which he thought, may be of some 

use for my research. The project aimed to index the popularity of existing fernale pop-idols, 

identiQ the components of their popularity, and create a formula that could predict the 

marketability of newcomers for advertising purposes. 



What disthguished Naito's research fiom others was his focus on producers' needs rather 

than consumersf demands. He explains in the opening of his research report: 

Projects that seek to detemine how well talents appeal to the average rnajority of 
consumen.. . are certainly important and necessary for those who take part in 
advertisement. However, relying solely on such a greatest-common-measure can 
be problematic because: 1) it drives al1 corporations to choose any talent as long 
as she or he is popular and this may lead to tedious recruitment programming; 
and 2) the balance of power between advertisers and talents rnay become skewed 
to the talents' side, creating situations in which a) advertisements set off talents 
without contnbuting to the succeçsful advertising of products, and b) the 
appearance of celebrated talents in a variety of advertisements may reduce the 
eficiency of individual advertisement. In either of these cases, corporations will 
have to suffer fiom sacrificing a high contract fee without getting much in retum 
(Naito 1 994: 1 ). 

Naito's intention here was to shift his advertisement-research perspective fiom that oriented in 

consumer taste to that which takes more of producers' insights and perceptions into account. In 

his view, the over-adoption of existing celebrities in advertisement discourages the creativity of 

advertisers. Driven by this cause, Naito conducted interviews with 20 individuals he called 

"professionals" who handled talented performers on a daily basis, and examined their 

perceptions of talent marketability in advertisement. Participants included presidents of 

promotion agencies, directors of television stations, producers of record companies, publishing 

agents, freelance writen, and advertising agents. Through an elaborate statistical analysis, Naito 

tried to postdate what he called an "objective measure to judge the latent ability of performers" 

Despite the use of technical terms, detailed charts and diagrams, Naitofs study did not strike 

me as something more than a survey in which he and his team of professionals ranked 250 

female pop-idois of their choice, and then classified into three categories using Urnezawa's 

criteria. These categories included "stars," who can be hired [for advertisernents] any time 

because of their excellence in both concept and performance, "fire-crackers," who should be 



hired with reserve because of their excellence in concept but obscurity in performance, and 

"slow-starters," who will slowly and gradually develop their popularity due to their excellence 

in performance. Above dl ,  1 had a problem accepting his decontextualied account of so-called 

talent marketability that, after all, did not consider the very claim it made against other studies: 

the relationship between talents and adveriised cornmodifies in each case. Nevertheless, his 

research pointed out three conventional elements that are considered important by the 

professionals for promoting pop-idols. These, in Naito's words, are: providing something 

"unexpected" (hen), which gives the viewers an impression that the actor is unusual, "tempting" 

(waku), which would charm the opposite sex, and "able to induce" (do), which would lead the 

public appealing to certain value(s) that they find inspiring. 

The three aspects identified by Naito were apparent in many television commerc.ials, a 

notable example of which is a lip-stick commercial that featured Takuya Kimura, a well- 

celebrated male pop-id01 and the member of a popular idol-group, SMAP. In this television 

commercial, produced by a leading cosmetic Company Kaneb6 as part of its sprhg 1996 

campaign, Kimura appears naked in bed, covered in a white sheet, awakened by the touch of 

hand that just colored his lip red with the lip-stick. Traces of his stniggle against this forcehl 

hand during sleep are signified by red lines on his cheek. Accompanying Street posters featured 

Kimura, bedeckrd in long hair and red lips, facing the viewers. The poster highlights Kimura's 

face as well as the advertised product (figure 27). 

The unexpectability of this advertisement, at least in part, is due to the implied tram- 

sexualization of Kimura's gender identity. His image surprised people when they fust saw it 

because, as one informant puts it, "they thought that Kimura, who is a handsome young man, 

had tumed into a woman!" This switch in the female subject of the male gaze into making the 

male the subject of gaze is unexpected not so much because Kimura t m e d  female, but rather 
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Figure 27. A Kanebo Iip-stick poster featuring Takuya Kimun. 



because the expected gender message was hverted. Kimura was slotted into what has 

conventionally been a female position, reversing the existing gender patterning. 

The temptability of Kimura was quite apparent from a well-known fashion magazine survey, 

conducted in 1995, that ranked him number one arnong al1 male pop-idols in ternis of "who 

young women want to sleep with the most." The message advocating the power of the lipstick -- 

that could transfomi the beauty of one of the most adored and handsome pop-idols in the 

country -- induced a large number of female consumers. It captured the attention of a news 

reporter tiom Yomiuri Shinbun who, in the Mach 2 1, 1996 issue, quoted: 

Kaneb6 adopted Takuya Kimura from the popular group ShUP in its spring 
campaign, creating a sensation. Thanks to the "Takuya Kimura effect." 2.5 
million nits of the lipstick named "Testimo II" were sold in two weeks since the 
cainpaign's opening on February 16. This is so far the top sales record in [the 
history of] the company's campaign. The campaign, which overtuned the 
common assurnption that women are the main actors [for lipstick commercials], 
developed when an executive director of the company ... happened to ride on the 
same bullet train with Kimura. Being surprised by the craze created by female 
fans in the train as well as the station yard, the director arranged to hire Kimura 
in a huny. 

This quote itself is a good indicator of Kimura's strength in ail three aspects of talent popularity: 

the reporter confïrms that Kimura, an attractive male pop-idol, impressed the audience with the 

image of the advertised lipstick by overtuming gender expectations. Thus, the director's attempt 

to surprise, sexually attract, and lead the public in the creation of beautifil life was recognized 

as successfûl. 

The Nori-P Phenomenon 

How, then, are pop-idols promoted to meet the demands of both the industry and the 

consumers, or the reaims of cultural production as wefl as consumption? Masahisa Aizawa, the 



vice-president of Sun Music Productions, told me that the strategic dynamic of idol-production 

cm be compared to creating a kingdom headed by a pop-idol. He said, 

A good kingdom excels [others] in technology and leadership. The skilfbl use of 
technology can cultivate things that can enrich the livelihood of people, while 
good leadership is necessary to create solidarity among the people. A kingdom is 
not built in one day, so one must take time to activate a series of constructive 
events and earn people's recognition and trust. A kingdom is not possible, either, 
unless the king or queen and her or his supporting staff have talents and powers 
that enable them to earn the people's recognition and trust. When they c m o t  
hold people together, the kingdom will collapse sooner of later. 

This quote relates to the general emphasis on long-terrn planning and long-term relationships in 

Japanese corporate institutions. The continued existence of the firm is idealized in many 

Japanese companies, as well as the continued existence of workers in the fim, developing 

especially in large enterprises systems such as lifetime employment and long-terrn bank-firm 

relationships. On one hand, lifetime ernployment, coupled with hierarchicai promotion, 

motivates workers to work hard consistently. On the other hand, long-term bank-firm 

relationships allow the continuous monitoring and adjustment of business management (e.g., 

Aoki 1990, quoted in Ito 1992:369). The pop-id01 industry also does this by trying to develop a 

long-term promotion system, which in principle enables successful candidates to grow and 

benefit the industry on a long-term basis. With this preface, Aizawa elaborated on how he went 

about promoting Noriko Sakai, one of the top-selling pop-idols in Japan as well as other Asian 

countries. 

Sakai was one of severai hundred applicants who took the agency's annual audition contest. 

Aizawa explained, "She did not make it to the final, but 1 saw a potential in her. She was very 

small, cute, and had an unusually lively, 'burst open' kind of image that caught my attention. 1 

thought it wouid be worth promoting her to see how far she could go. Now that I look back, it 

was a right decision on my part." He stressed his decision to adopt Sakai in the agency's 



meeting and arranged a trip to Fukuoka City in Kyushu island to bring Sakai back to Tokyo. In 

order to draw out the liveliness in Sakai and mould it into a marketable personality, Aizawa and 

his newly organized staff -- who belonged exclusively to Sakai for promoting her -- issued a 

debut campaign. 

In Aizawa's view, the popular-cultural scene at the tirne of Sakai's debut was dominated by 

women in their 20s, who included university students and office workers. Emergent feminist 

movements, which led, on the one hand, to the promulgation of the Equal Employment 

Opportunity Law (EEOL) in 1985, extended, on the other, to the realm of popular culture. This 

created phenornena such as Juliana boom. where young women above the legal drinking age 

gathered in large discotheque-bars to dance up on high-stages in showy costumes. Their 

buznvord was "Express yourself!" The fashion industry and the media facilitated this trend by 

highlighting tight, fancy styles of dress which they called "body-conscious fashion" (bodikon 

fashion). 

Aizawa's goal was to promote "a new style of identity for younger boys and girls headed by 

a cute, 16-year old Sakai" that can equal in strength the established youth culture led by elder 

women. He also told me that the so-called "junior market," involving children whose age 

ranged between six and fifieen, was considered a significant source of investment in Iapan 

during the 1980s. There is a research estimate of as much as IO-trillion yen in gross product (a 

large portion of which came from allowances and savings). In Aizawa's view, attracting at least 

a portion of this segment of the population with a new style was not a bad idea.' 

Given this socioeconomic background, A i m m  exercised his strategy for promoting Sakai, 

the first of which was to highlight Sakai's child-fnendly image by making her an advocate of 

child-like handwriting and slang. The former refers to an unusually round handwriting that 

altered the shape fiom a previously vertical, strokesriented Japanese script. The onginai foms 
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of this handwriting developed among high school students in the 1970s. The latter has to do 

with the deliberately mispronounced speech-style mimicking the speech of a toddler incapable 

of adult pronunciation. Aizawa's cultural strategy was to entitle Sakai to these existing popular 

culture items representing infantile cuteness and innocence, make them Sakai's trademarks, and 

thereby establish Sakai as an adorable leader of her generation. 

Apparently, one of the first things Sakai did afler making her debut in 1987 was to invent her 

own infantile speech-style that becarne known as noripiigo. Noripiigo is literally translated as 

"noripii language," in which noripii is a cute characterization of Sakai's first narne, Noriko. The 

transformation fiom Noriko to Noripii (later inscnbed as "Nori-P") would be the equivalent of 

transformation in names from, say, Marcela to Marcelita in Spanish, or Tom to Tommy in 

English. In noripiigo, words such as knnashii (sad) and ureshii (happy) were altered into 

kanuppi and ureppi, respectively. New words such as mamosureppi (very happy) were invented 

(Kinsella 1995:225). Sakai appeared on television and used these forms as a part of her stylized 

promotion. Noripiigo, inscribed in rounded characters appeared with her cute images in a vast 

quantity of magazines and comic books. Even a dictionary called Noripiigo Jiten was published 

h m  one of the major publishers, Shogakkan in 1989. 

Aizawa and his Company had no demographic data demonstrating the success of this 

promotion carnpaign. Aizawa himself did not know how many children and young adults 

adopted noripiigo and Sakai-style handwriting in their everyday life. He did tell me, however, 

how excited he and his staff were when they saw noripiigo appear as an item in an annually 

published dictionary, Gendai-Yeo No Kiso-Chishiki (The Basic Knowledge of Contemporary 

Tenninology). This, according to Aizawa, convinced them of Sakai's success in terms of 

cultural influence. Indeed, Sakai's rise to popularity during this period is indicated by her 



continuous appearance in some of the nation's pop-music countdown prograrns such as The 

Best Ten and The Top Ten. 

According to Yarnane (1990), child-like language such as noripiigo created a teen craze and 

developed into a vital form of popular culture through the 1980s. Following this view, Kinsella 

(1 995) observes: 

The spread of cute-style handwriting was one element of a broader shift in 
Japanere culture that took place betsveen the mid-1960s and the mid- 1970s in 
which vital popular culture, sponsored and processed by the new fashion, retail, 
mass-media, and advertising industries, began to push traditional arts and crafls 
and stnctly regulated literary and artistic cuiture to the margins of society. At the 
same time as Japanese youth began to debase written Japanese, infantile slang 
words began to spread across the nation - typically coming into high-school 
vogue for only a few months before becoming obsolete again ... There are. .. a few 
examples of deliberately contrived childish speech such as norippigo [sic.] 
officially invented by pop-idoi Sakai Noriko, alias Nori P.. ., [which] consisted 
of changing the 1s t  syilable of common adjectives into api  sound (Kinsella 
1 995:224,225). 

Thus, Kinsella acknowledges the contribution that chubby handwriting and noripiigo made to 

the construction of popular culture at large. Kinsella M e r  suggests that this and other foms, 

such as child-like fashion, represented a female-led youth subculture that refused to cooperate 

with the established social noms. Young people who participated in this subculture celebrated 

physical appearances and social attitudes that contributed to the creation of adolescent utopia in 

an affluent socioeconomic environment -- where young people could be liberated fiom the filthy 

world of adult politics (1 995:22O). Aizawa's intention, as demonstrated above, confirms and 

specifies this point in terms of the symbolically cornpetitive positioning of junior adolescents 

against young adults. 

Strategies for promoting Sakai did not end in language, however. The staff invented a cute, 

animated figure, supposedly invented by Sakai herself, called Nori-P chan, and collaborated 

with Glico, Inc., Japan's leading confectionery industry, to commercialize chocolates and ice- 



creams featuring Nori-P chan. They M e r  created franchise stores called Nori-P Land in 

various amusement parks across the country. People could visit there to eat Nori-P candies, or 

buy T-shirts, stuffed toys, stationery, and other goods related to Sakai and her alternate ego 

Nori-P chan for souvenirs (see figure 12). Seeing success in al1 of these areas, the promotional 

staff organized a fan club whose members were called Nori-P zoku or "Nori-P tribe." Monthly 

newsletters were published to celebrate Sakai as well as advertise her activities; and aside fiom 

her regularly produced songs, the so-called Nori-P chorus (Nori-P ondo) was released by a 

record Company, Toshiba, to which she belonged. 

In effect, Nori-P becarne one of the nation's niost adorable personalities of the late 1980s. 

Male university students considered her as their ideal little sister, while members of her 

generation regarded her as their adorable colleague. Those younger than her treated her as their 

ideal elder sister. Apparently, these terms relate to the idea of fictive kinship. Kinship terms are 

extended in Japanese speech to al1 kinds of people in order to enhance empathetic identity 

(Suzuki 1976). The use of relational terms, such as "big sister" (oneesan), "big brother" 

(oniisan), "mother" (okausan), and "father" (otâsan) outside farnily contexts is found in groups 

of traditional female entertainers (geisha), organized crime groups (yakm),  and artisan 

communities (e.g., Dalby 1983; Seymour 1 996). Such a use allowed the users to establish 

sociological kinship as a means to strengthen or maintûin social bonds among members wlio are 

not originally related by blood. 

This strategic mechanism shows how producers, as part of their stylistic promotion, link the 

personal qualities of the young performer with a wider social issue or cultural climate, enabling 

the image of the perfomer to be marketed as a role mode1 through the stages of personal 

development. What 1 failed to examine in reviewing this dynamic with Aizawa, however, was 

how this development of the self was perceived by Sakai herself. This examination, 1 thought, 
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would offer answen to some of the important anthropological research issues on identity 

formation that takes place in capitalist institutional settings: the advantages and disadvantages 

of transforming oneself into a popular personality; whether the performers have a sense of self- 

control; the extent to which they can exercise power; whether they becorne disillusioned by the 

image fabricated by the institution to which they belong; and the way in which they negotiate 

public image with image-makers. My failure to answer these questions by approaching Sakai 

was partly due to the tremendously busy working schedule of Sakai -- the official reason 

provided by the agency that was known for the protection of its talents' images against their 

constructions by outsiders. 

Beconring an Idol-Like Personality 

One way for me to handle these research problems regarding the strategic process of myth- 

making was to experience the process myself -- to be produced as a differentiated figure in the 

field of syrnbolic production. The chance was brought to me by Akio Nakamori, who took 

pleasure in promoting unique individuais within the range of his power and network of people. 

Some of these individuals were talked about in columns that Nakarnori held in popular 

magazines. 1 met Nakamori in the surnmer of 1995 at an audition contest where both he and 1 

participated as judges who evaluated id01 candidates. Nakamon knew my narne fiom the article 

published in the July 9, 1995 issue of Sunduy Mainichi which outlined the content of my pop- 

id01 research project which 1 presented in a press conference. 

Being Recruiied 

In our f ist  short conversation that took piace during a lunch break, we introduced ourselves 

and shared some of our thoughts about pop-idols and the Japanese entertainment industry. 



When I expressed the need to gather ethnographie data that would allow me to examine id01 

performances as contemporary symbolic rituals, Nakamon said he would provide me with any 

support that he could. Later, 1 invited Nakamori to my research base, an old wooden house of 

rny relative that 1 called "Laboratory for Research in Cultural Idology." Mer  a long chat in 

which 1 told him more about my research, Nakamori requested me to take part in his idol- 

promotion program. "1 want to make you an idol!" he said to my surprise. 

Being T m s  formed /rom Researcher to Idol-Like Personality 

A columnist who wrote about popular culture in one of the nation's most widely distnbuted 

weekly magazines SPA!, Nakarnori held a meeting with his regular publishing staff and 

discussed producing my public image. The image he envisioned of me was that of an "idol 

professor" (aidoru hakase) who came to Japan from a Canadian academic wonderland to 

analyze pop-idols. Then, one of his staff-memben called me to confirm my participation. There 

was a cultural play here in that 1 was Japanese, presented as a curious import from Canada, 

which raises a more general issue of cultural presentation and identity-formation in Japanese 

mass media. For instance, Creighton (1995) indicates that foreigners are fiequently adopted in 

Japanese advertisements to reinforce the idea of Japaneseness. Foreigners, particularly 

Caucasians, are considered both as the bearen of highly valued innovation and style as well as 

violators of traditional Japanese noms and etiquette. Their depictions in advertisernents fit into 

Japanese advertising images of fantasy, where one can become personally carefiee and 

innovative for the sacrifice of the traditional emphasis on maintainhg the status quo. In 

providing representations of foreigners as fantastic outsiders who contrast with Japanese images 

of themselves, Japanese advertisers highlight the distinguishhg features believed to defme the 

lapanese. In doing so, they reidorce collective self-identity for Japanese (Creighton 1995: 136; 
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see also Ohnuki-Tierney 1987; Brannen 1992). In my case, however, someone Japanese was 

transformed into the exotic who is more expert on Japanese than Japanese, and who cm 

possibly innovate the existing perceptions on Japanese pop-idols and their sociocultural 

importance. 

This positioning of mine in relation to the cultural self and other is similar to the advertising 

technique used in the 1984 Emtic Japan carnpaign of the Japan National Railways. Exotic 

Japan was a mass-mediated campaign designed to enhance the popularity of domestic todsm. 

In her analysis of posters used in this campaign, Ivy (1988) indicates that the phrase Exoric 

Japan (pronounced in Japanese fashion as ekizochikku Japan) is written in katabna, the script 

used to transcnbe foreign words. The goal was to represent Japan as if it had been inte rjected as 

the foreign, non-native, or something that entered fiom the outside. Since place names that are 

written in katakana are by definition not Japanese, ekizochikku Japnn establishes Japan as non- 

Japanese seen through Japanese eyes on the level of script (1988:25,26). At the same time, 

Exoric Japan invokes the stereotypical image of Japan as seen through the eyes of outsiders 

(especially English-speaking Westerners): visions of the uiumvirate of the Japanese exotic such 

as geisha, cherry mes, and Fuji-yarna (the Western mispronunciation of Fuji-sun, Mt. Fuji). In 

doing so, the message appropriates Japan fiom the perspective of a foreigner looking at Japan, 

while the inscription indicates the subject position of a Japanese looking at the foreign. Ivy 

argues that this movement of self-exotication tums any daim to self-identity into a claim for 

radical alterity. What is considered to be identicai is set apart and imagined as non-comparable, 

and therefore difierent (1 988:26). In the story-making campaign launched by Nakamori, this 

same movement was applied, transfornllng my image into something exotic, different, unusual, 

and therefore interesting. 



According to the way things happen in the hierarchy of Japanese mass media, when a writer 

proposes to write about a celebrity, a staff rnember fiom the publisher takes the issue to the 

editor-in-chief, who in turn discusses the issue with higher authorities. Once permission is 

granted, the staff-member reports to the agency to which the celebrity in question belongs. Once 

the consent is obtained frorn the agency, an interview schedule is arranged. The writer 

interviews the celebrity and produces a rough draft of the article on the basis of obtained 

information, while s tdf  members, in consultation with the writer and copywriter, design the 

layout of the article and calculate the number of words to be written. 

The ability to convince people plays a significant part here. Compliments and encouraging 

comments are frequently made by the d t e r  to convince the publisher, or the publishing staff to 

convince the talent and her or his agency in question. In rny case. the staff member who called 

me said, "Nakamori-san thinks that you are really extraordinary. He says you are a star who 

turned up like a shiny cornet, and he is willing to promote you al1 the way this year! We really 

look forward to seeing you take part in our project! Could you give us your most serious 

consideration?" Having no reason to reject, 1 told him that it would be my pleasure to 

participate. 

An interview was scheduled at my residence, and Nakarnori showed up with his assistant, 

Kazuhiro Yoshimura (a pseudonym). 1. on the other hand, asked Toshio Fujiwara, my first key 

informant, to be my agent who would supervise me on how to go about being produced. Given 

his expertise in the entertainment world, 1 thought Fujiwara would be an appropriate manager 

for me. He kindly agreed and came to the meeting that day. M e r  brkfly introducing ourselves 

to each other, Nakamori started to explain the main point of his project. He said, 

1 am going to produce Aoyagi-san because 1 thought his unique personal quality 
and his research topic would have a great appeal to many readea [of our 
magazine SPAfl. I'm going to make him the fist star-scientist to ever touch on 



the subject of pop-idols! This will be a sensational topic for feature articles. At 
the same tirne, this will help Aoyagi-son develop his research contacts with a 
large number of people in the industry, who will surely recognize his name and 
make contacts easier. 1 am going to take a four-step approach. First, 1 am going 
to make Aoyagi-san jump out in my SPA! column, surprising the readers and 
making them wonder who this person is. Then, Aoyagi-son will outline his 
research project using the space of my column, attracting the reader to a unique 
research project that never existed before in history. Then, he will write another 
article providing a case study of pop-id01 performances. Finally, by the time his 
research is finished, he will write another article that looks back to his fieldwork 
experiences. How does this sound? 

As everyone agreed, Nakamon described how interesting my house as a place was, and that he 

wanted it to appear in his feature article. He, then, told Yoshimura to look around, saying: 

Look at this place -- a finely preserved, old wooden house. Such a house is 
becoming increasingly rare in a city like Tokyo! Besides, look at d l  the id01 
goods, and posters, autographs and photos on the wall. The scene demonstrates 
how successfully Aoyagi-san's unique research on pop-idols is developing. In 
addition, look at the [Buddhist] alcove and the [Shinto] altar he has next to his 
id01 posters and photos ... This is just a perfect site for the feature article, don? 
you think? 

Imrnediately after Nakamon made this comment, Yoshimura opened his mouth and started to 

provide his vision of the first article's layout. Nakamori responded to this and conversation 

quickly developed between the two: 

Yoshimura (Y): This wall with autographs and photos can be made into a background, and we 
cm take a picture of pop-idols standing in front of it. 

Nakamon (N): Yes, but we need another one outside where they stand by the garden gate ... 

Y: That's two photos there, and ... 

N: We have to make this house the subject, not pop-idols. 

Y: Yes, that's nght. 1 wonder who would be appropriate to bring here. 

Following this exchange, Nakamori decided to arrange for some pop-idols to participate in a 

photo shot. When Yoshimura started to propose many possible scenes that could be considered, 

Nakamori interrupted and said, " Well, we've only got 15 minutes or so for photographing. 



Besides, Shinoyama-sensei has the final Say on what scenes to shoot. Just give him the rough 

idea of this house's layout." 

I listened quietly as Nakamon and Yoshimura negotiated their plan to put me in what 1 

thought was Nukarnori Bunh Shinbun (Nakomori Culture Newspuper), a three-page, black- 

and-white column that appeared in SPA! where Nakamon discussed popular culture issues 

every other week. Realizing, however, that they were planning something much more senous 

when 1 heard them utter the narne of Kishin Shinoyama, Japan's leading photographer whose 

many works featured fernale pop stars, 1 panicked and intenupted their fast-flowing 

conversation. 1 asked, "Please wait a minute! Are you talking here about putting me on the 

cover-page where Kishin Shinoyama demonstrates his artistic photos of some of the most 

celebrated people in Japan?" Looking astounded, al1 three people around me started to laugh at 

my ignorance. Nakamon said, "What did you think it was that we are discussing here? You are 

going to appear on the front page!" "But you said 1 was going to write in your column," 1 

replied. Nakamori followed and said, "No, no, no. That's from the second stage. We're going to 

do the front page first." 

Ovenvhelmed by its magnitude, I expressed my hesitation to participate. 1 strongly felt that I 

was not qualified to appear in the most prestigious magazine-space of al1 to be resemed for 

chosen celebrities, and not a common student like myself. 1 thought that once 1 had exposed 

myself in such a way, 1 had to prove to the readers that 1 was in fact an outstanding scholar. I 

did not think this was possible when 1 had not even finished a Ph.D. It was too late to pull back, 

however. Nakamori replied that he had already arranged an appointnent with Shinoyama. To 

cancel it was a great offence, he said. Following Nakamori, Yoshimura said, "What are you 

intimidated about? You are unique. There is no question about that -- unless you are faking your 

identity. You are really a pop-idol researcher fiom Canada, aren't you?" Fujiwara followed up 
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on this and said, "1 wondered that, too. Maybe he is just an idol-fm who wanted to approach 

pop-idols by pretending to be a researcher fiom Canada. I've seen cases where some fans fake 

their identities to get better access to their favorite idols. Maybe you are one of them ... !" 

Fujiwara joked, and everyone started to laugh. 1 was embarrassed, and my intention to veto my 

appearance on the cover-page of SPA! was ovemled. 

Being Produced 

A week later, on October 25, 1995, nearly thirty people, including performers, managers, 

Nakarnori and his staff, Fujiwara and myself, and, of course, Shinoyama and his crew, gathered 

at my residence. The first to anive on the scene were Shinoyama's assistants, who came with 

equipment to set the place up for photography, followed by performers and managers. There 

were three rooms in the house plus a kitchen and a wash room, and 1 opened one of the rooms to 

be used as a dressing room for participating pop-idols. As for performers, one idol-group (nine 

members) and five individuals were present altogether. "Are we not inviting any big name?" -- 
when 1 asked Nakamori this question afler his arrival, he replied, "No, they can't be here 

because they will have to be the center of attention if we did. Our central theme is this 

laboratory and you, Aoyagi-san, not necessdy pop-idols." This statement opened my eyes to 

the status of performers within the hierarchy of fame to be considered in producing feature 

articles. Indeed, talent, f m e  and power cannot be separated fiom each other in the world of 

entertainment: if you were considered talented, or you demonstrated your potential to be 

popuiar, you got a better role to play. 

The sense of cornpetition between different pop-idols as well as their agencies was expressed 

in the way participants interacted (or "disinteracted" to be more precise) with each other on the 

scene. When the performea sat shoulder to shoulder in the dressing room to do their make up, 
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they hardly talked to each other; and neither did their managers who stood waiting for them 

silently in the living room. The fact that these people kept their psychological distance From 

each other, and reserved openness only for those who they considered to be the event organizers 

or mediators (in this case Nakamon, his staff, and myself) told me how crafty they were in their 

attitudes towards interaction. My laboratory space was soon divided into territorial segments, 

and tension filled the air. As such, the site became a field of symbolic cornpetition. 

Nakamori brought a lab-coat with him and asked me to put it on. His aim was to dress me up 

as a scientist and make me strike a pose with my idol-specimens in one cut. He also wanted to 

use "Laboratory for Research in Cultural Idology" as an officiai narne to appear in the title page 

of the SPA! article. The image of a scientist was going to be my trademark, indeed my style. 

"You shall be called 'idol-professor' fiom now on!", he exclaimed. Since al1 participating 

models were young women, 1 felt uncornfortable about the way my public image was being 

constmcted. 1 told Nakamon that 1 was not really planning to look like a Iunatic, or a Lolita 

maniac who took pleasure in objectifying, experimenting, and dissecting young female pop- 

idols as if they were guinea pigs. Nakamori was insistent, however. "Don't you worry," he said, 

"readers will know that this is part of an image-play, and they will corne to understand who you 

are when they read your upcoming articles. Besides, you are a social scientist who came here to 

andyze pop-idols, arenlt you?" Overcome by the will to put myself on a scientific experiment 

(on how the audience would react to my style), 1 went ahead and wore my lab-coat. 

M e r  one and a half-hour of preparation and waiting, Shinoyarna arrived with his crew. A 

noisy house with people chatting suddenly becarne quiet, and everyone started to look tense in 

the presence of this 58 year-old legendary photographer. Shinoyama received awards in art 

including that fiom the Ministry of Education in 1973, and published best-selling photo albums 

such as Sihoad, T&YONIIDE, and S m - F e .  Sunia Fe, published in 1991, became a best- 
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selling collection of photos in which a pop-idol, Rie Miyazawa, strikes various poses, naked, in 

the desert landscapes of New Mexico. It created a public sensation because it was considered as 

the first photo-album in which a well-known pop-id01 appeared naked at the height of her 

popularity -- where the convention h a  been that pop-idois appear naked only when they do not 

sel1 well. Naked images of Japanese, particularly Japanese women, appear in late-night 

television shows, ads, and products directly or indirectly defined as part of sex trade VBoku). 

Yet, nude representations of Japanese for everyday, mainstream products and businesses are not 

common because they are considered culturally inappropriate (Creighton 1995: 137). In this 

sense, Santa Fe was sensationally challenging to the social n o m  at the time. 

Appearing to be in a rush, the first thing Shinoyama told me when 1 introduced myself was 

that he wanted to look around the house quickly. It took him a matter of five minutes to do so. 

Yoshimura followed him around, adding few extra words to clariS, the plan of the scene that 

had already been arranged (figure 28). 

Taking the images proposed by Nakarnori into account, Shinoyama decided to do three cuts: 

the first cut had a pop-id01 stand by the door; the second had me sit in front of a line of idoi- 

group members; and the third had four other pop-idols stand in the backyard of the house. He 

gave a few words to his assistants who then moved briskly to set up the equipment so that their 

master could get to work. For each of the three cuts, two to three test photos were shot. Upon 

shooting these test photos, Shinoyama called Nakarnori and me to see whether they were okay. 

" M a t  do you think, Professor!? 1s this al1 right!?" -- he would ask me, making an overly 

respectfui gesture, corresponding to my image-motif of being an idol-professor. 

In one of the test photos, 1 found the mode1 with a relatively serious expression on her &ce, 

which 1 thought was inappropriate because pop-idols generally smiled al1 the tirne. Mien 1 

informed Shinoyama of this idea, he said, looking offended, "This Professor threw cold water 
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Figure 28. Scenes from SPA! photographing: performers and managers wait 
for the action wbüe Kisbin Shinoyama inspects the layout of the site (top); 
members of the crew set up the scene (bottom) 



on my photography!" Those observing around us were al1 întimidated by the exchange. 

Expressing one's personal opinion before the group or to the authority is considered nsky 

behavior in Japan, and people seldom do this without a good reason with which everyone else 

can eventually agree. It was apparent that 1 violated this rule by challenging the authority. 

Shinoyama however, ordered the mode1 to srnile and quickiy took another test shot. Then, he 

showed it to me and asked, "What about this time, Professor!? 1s this what you wanted?" 

Considering Shino yama to be an international-class photographer who handled English without 

any problem, 1 purposely replied to him in English saying, "1 don't think 1 like it ..." Then, just as 

his face was about to show anger, 1 added, "1 love it! There's no problem!" My goal was to 

reflect the idea that foreigners, or gaijiri, can get away with violating cultural norms because 

foreigners are not expected to be competent in the cultural norms (e.g., Creighton 1995 : 137). 

Here, code switching between two languages served as a useful strategy in expressing a mixed 

identity (e.g., Gumpea 1976; Auer 1998). By utilizing the method of code switching in 

language, which shifted my identity marker fiom Japanese to English, 1 positioned myself as if 1 

was a foreigner who lacked the ability to cornrnunicate in a Japanese way. 

My effort to compensate humorously for the tension 1 had created worked. Shinoyama 

replied, "No problem!" with a smile on his face, and everyone looked relieved. Fujiwara, who 

was quietly observing the situation, later said that at first he couldn't believe that 1 challenged 

Shinoyama, but was glad to know that it was a gag after d l .  1 wondered whether Shinoyama 

was tnily offended, to which Nakamon replied that it was no problem because I was an 

expairiate fiom Canada who could get away with violating noms anyway. Thus, on one hand, 1 

was allowed to violate the Japanese d e ,  but only because, on the other, I was denied my 

Japanese identity . 



The fniits of this event tumed out in the November 15,1995 issue of SPA! as the 268th part 

of the front-page senes called Woman carch the news. The title 1 gave for my research base 

appeared as the heading on the first page, at the bottom of which were the profiles of me and the 

pop-idols who appeared in the article. The pop-id01 who marketed her futuristic image was 

featured on this page (figure 29). 1 appeared as an idol-scientist in the following centerfold page 

that, in fact, was a composite of two photographs taken in different rooms (figure 30). This was 

followed by the page on which the photo taken in the back yard appeared next to a column 

written by Nakamori (figure 3 1). The column introduced me and my research in a tale-form. 

The excerpt below shows its mystical orientation: 

1 visited hirn one deepening-autumn day, gening off at the Myogadani subway 
station and walking dong the quiet neighborhood of Bunkyo district [in 
Tokyo] ... Next to a grassy back yard was a time-honored, isolated wooden house 
that was probably there for a half-centus, or so. When 1 rang the door-bel1 and 
stood there waiting, the squeaky door opened and a roaring voice that said 
'Welcorne' ... was heard as if it arose fiom the bottom of the ground. A man with 
shiny glasses and lab-coat appeared before my eyes. As 1 entered the mansion 
guided by this man with a lab-coat, 1 shouted ' Wow!' in surprise. Young girls 
were smiling everywhere ... There was a large number of pop-id01 goods 
including photos, autographs, CDS, albums, etc.! The man was the famous id01 
professor, Dr. Hiroshi Aoyagi, and this was his secret pop-id01 research center!! 
AAer a long talk, 1 excused myself and started to walk away fiom the research 
center, it was late at night.. . As 1 heard strange voices at the back, retumed [to 
the center] with stealthy steps, and peeped between the sliding screen... Alas! 
One &er another cute idol-girls appeared like spirits and danced joyfully, and 
the mad idol-scientist in his lab-coast was smiling looking satisfied! 1s this a 
dream, reality, or illusion? Or, is this the professor's id01 black rnagic!? When 1 
regained my consciousness, there was ody a dark back Street of Myogad mi... 
The professor's idol-research center was entirely out of sight, and there were only 
grasses and trees before my eyes (p.6). 

This shows how Nakamon contextualized a mystical story, much like native myths and 

folklore, in which 1 was projected as a popular figure who came to Japan fiom an exotic land to 

play magic using pop-idols. 



Figure 29. The first cover-page from the November 15,1995 issue of SPA! 



Figure 30. The second covcr-page from SPA! Featuring the researcher 
as s "scientist" 





Outcornes 

It did not take long for me to see the £i-uits of this stylistic promotion. Within a few weeks 

after the article was published, I began to receive telephone calls fiom publishers requesting me 

to provide cornmentaries in their feature articles on pop-idols or write an essay about them. One 

television station contacted me to appear in a variety show, which 1 politely declined and asked 

the staff to contact me again when my dissertation was complete. When 1 interviewed fans, 

many of them asked me for my autograph. For some of them who asked me for a short quote, 1 

wrote, "They're just pop-idols, but they are cultural symbols ..." Some id01 candidates, claiming 

to be my fans, also approached me. 

Although I enjoyed being in such an adored position, 1 could not simply indulge in having a 

good time because some skeptics questioned my positioning. One day, 1 was approached by 

another individual who had been promoted by Nakamori long before me. He wanted to have a 

chat with me, so we went out to do what many Japanese white-collar businessmen (sarariiman) 

do in Japan, namely after-work dnnking. There was nothing particularly substantial about the 

content of our conversation, but the man kept expressing his interest in hearing stories about my 

background, rny research project, and how 1 met Nakamon and reached the point of being 

promoted. As conversation opened after several bottles of rice wine (sake), the man who had 

been acting reservedly until then started to reveal his true feeling. "Hearing al1 your stories," he 

said, "1 think you are just a graduate student who is interested in studying pop-idols." When 1 

replied that this was the case and asked him what lie was trying to get at, he said, "Well, 1 

suppose many people who read that article in SPA! would think that you are a braggart!" When 

1 pursued his cause for making this statement, he explained that there was no reason for a 

student to cal1 himself a "professor," and much less he was qualified to become a center of 

national attention by jumping out in one of the nation's best-selling magazines, simply because 
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the topic of his study was interesting. Realizing that 1 had become a nail that stuck out, only to 

be hammered down by this white-collar worker who also appeared in SPA!, 1 asked what 

qualification he thought he had to appear in the magazine as a "wondeman" as 1 did. He said he 

neither used his real name nor exposed his face in the article that tdked about him. 

When 1 discussed this issue with Nakamori later, he told me not to wony about it. He said 

that what 1 experienced was simply a form of jealousy, and that it was easy for many Japanese 

to get jealous at each other over the slightest difference -- although they themselves had "no gut 

to act with personal dignity." Nakamori thought that this was a negative quality of the Japanese 

due to the strong cultural emphasis on group conformity: "Whenever they want to express 

themselves, they tend to do it secretly, indirectly, or innocently. This is why Japan can never 

have strong leadership in international politics, you know, because Japanese are not used to 

expressing themselves." 

Thus, as much as my appearance in SPA! provided me with an excellent opportunity to 

participate in the cultural practices of celebrities. it was a bizarre experience on my part: I 

became an academic turned entertainer, or the observer tumed the observed. Certainly, the 

constructed public image of me had its roots in my persona1 qualities and my long-held identity 

as an ethnographer. Yet, my "excess value" (so to speak), which led me to earn popularity and 

become a marketable personality in the world of mass media, was due to the style bestowed 

upon me by the image-making machine. In this sense, the characterization of me as a pop-id01 

professor was an enforced identity rather than a quality that 1 could accept as part of myself. 

Fabrication of image is a frequent practice in pop-id01 production, and indeed it is necessary 

for pop-idols to embody styles, differentiate themselves fiom coexisting rivals, impress 

consurners, facilitate their marketability, and develop their career (Inamasu 1989). My own 

expenence of becoming a unique personality that was not exactly myself indicated that 1 couid 
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use it to hold a privileged position in the industry, which allowed me to have my voice heard, 

get jobs, and obtain a greater economic as well as symbolic capital. Elsewhere, an emergent 

pop-id01 who has been fabricated by her agency as "an internet specialist who grew up playing 

with computer since she was a little c hild" told me that she had to shidy hard to acquire 

computer skills so that she could live up to the artificially-constructed public image (which 

nevertheless allowed her to play a mode1 role in the computer market). Her skills in computer 

and in particular her abilities to create a home page and communicate with fans through e-mail, 

at the tirne, were compensated by the members of her promoting staff. Seen in this light, 

mythical stories function as a cloak used to symbolize performers and display their selves in 

society as meaninghl commodities, whose values are auctioned by their users. 

The Arena of Symbolic Cornpetition 

The back-stage of events involving multiple pop-idols and agencies was no place for me to 

conduct interviews with my informants. As rnuch as there were clarnmed up rnouths, there were 

eyes and ears that opened everywhere trying to read each others' thoughts. Should any 

misbehavior occur, it became the subject of subsequent gossip and criticism that, in some cases, 

led to scandais. Each agency protected the image of their pop-idols carefully, and the interaction 

between different agencies rarely took place outside of the mediation by a field overseer and her 

or his staff, who in turn concentrated on directing the stage performance. Partly because of their 

need to appear adorable, pop-idols looked relatively relaxed and fkiendly, and some of them 

talked to each other at times. Still, they were very much aware of their limits. Most of the time, 

they appeared innocent, indifferent, and only interested in playing their roles on stage.6 

This tension, created by the symbolic competition between different agents of idol- 

performances, is not limited to the domain of production. In many events where two or more 



pop-idols and/or idol-groups appear, the competition is provoked by different groups of fans 

and audiences as well. Yano's study of fandom in Japan shows that the very popularity of the 

public figure becomes defined by the devotion of the followers, and these followers make a 

person into a public, syrnboiic figure -- the star (Yano 1997:336). The fan can becorne a private 

surrogate for the star who shares vicariously in her or his farne and triumphs. As Yano 

indicates: 

One becomes a surrogate through intemalizing the other, through empathy. The 
empathetic internalization is complete. In Iapan a fan is she who publicly takes 
on the responsibilities and obligations of the star, upholding the star's image, 
anticipating the star's needs. Through the created bonds of surrogacy, a fan takes 
on the burdens (and glory) of stardom (Yano 1997:337). 

By virtue of surrogacy, the contestations of style between different pop-idols in the field of 

production become congnious to the contestations of identity between different fans and fan- 

groups. As much as stylistic competition shapes and is shaped by the way performen interact 

with each other, it also determines and is determined by the way fans act toward one another, as 

well as toward their id01 vis-a-vis other idols. 

On a late cold fiernoon, November 10, 1995, approximately 2,500 people Iined up before a 

large hall that stood in a recreation area known by the people as dmiya Sonic City in Saitama 

prefecture, just outside of Tokyo. The public event people came to see was a concert organized 

by the state's Ministry of Public Welfare, collaborated by promotion agencies and the mass 

media, as part of the United Nations' 1 O-year anti-drug carnpaign which began in 199 1. The 

Ministry was particulariy concemed about the recent increase in the nurnber of cimg-reiated 

problems in Japan, and they sought to advertise their campaign on the local level and educate 

people about the dangers of h g  abuse. 



1 was invited to attend this event to observe the performance of the Seifuku Kqt7Iinkai or 

School Uniform Improvement Cornmittee, also known as SKI. This idol-group emerged in 1993 

as a "facilitator" (so to speak) of the high-school uniform renewal project organized by the 

Tokyo-based school uniform industry, Sato Sangy6, Inc. (since 1900). In the late 1980s, the 

industry launched a project to renew high-school uniforms for young women under the slogan 

"collective beauty" (shùdan-bi). Uniforms have functioned as a tool by which Japanese schools 

and compmies reinforce the value of uniformity, and the idea of collective beauty adds an 

element of beauty to this collective ethos of group conformity (e.g., Otsuka 1989; cf. Tanioka 

and Glaser 199 1 ). 

What started as an experiment in a few high schools became a national sensation as the 

project appealed to the fashion sense of female high-school students across Japan. In Tokyo and 

its vicinity, many students are now known to choose their high schools in terms of how nice 

their uniforms are, although this may not be the only reason for their selection of high schools. 

In 1993, the industry organized SKI as the signifier of this trend, adopting seven young women 

to perfom as fashion models. Eventually, the group extended their activities to the realm of id01 

performances, appearing on television shows, producing music CDS, and holding a series of 

concerts. 1 followed SKi's activities over a period of one year. Some idol-fans criticized the 

group as unorthodox or amateurish, partly because the agency was interested in organizing 

events on its own rather than seeking to develop a promotion network. Members kept changing 

quickiy as well. 

The anti-dmg carnpaign concert functioned as an instrument for the government to attract 

and educate many people in the name of entertainment and by virtue of the symbolic quality of 

pop-idols. Such interplay between education and entertainment is a common socializing 



strategy used by Japanese institutions outside the school context.' The pure, healthy, nghteous, 

and fiendly images of cute-idols were qualities suitable for representing the campaign as public 

role models. The loss leaders of this event consisted of Tomomi Nishimura (who debuted in 

1986) who was the mascot personality of the campaign, the id01 duo Wink (1 988- 1996), the id01 

trio Melody (that debuted in 1993), and SKI. As for SKI, the group's proclamation to be the 

representatives of r-ighteous school-girls, and their past involvement in welfare activities (e.g., 

donating part of the money made fiom their concerts to the World Wide Fund For Nature), 

provided them with a chance to perform in this campaign concert. 

The event was organized into two parts: the first of which. greetings, consisted of a senes of 

speeches made by oficials; and the second of which, Yes to Life Young Festival, consisted of 

talk shows and stage performances katuring pop-id01 participants. M e r  passing with a side- 

glance at the line of audience mernbers, I entered the hall and observed officials in charge 

passing out campaign posters and packages containing a prograrn, brochures, and a telephone 

card. Then, 1 situated myself in one of the seats at the center of the hall. People flowed into the 

hall before long, and the three-hou event started on schedule at 6:00 p.m. 

The majority of those who entered the hall first were idol-fans, who had spent hours waiting 

outside long before other people started to form a line. As they mshed into the hall, they quickly 

grabbed posters and packages and occupied front seats as they divided themselves into four 

factions. It was like being in a rnulti-party parliament where members of different political 

parties occupied different sections: conservatives to the right, liberais to the left, and so on. 

Sorne fans appeared in distinct costumes to express their identities creatively. Others brought 

flashlights and had to surrender them to oEcials on the ground that they disturbed other people 

in the audience. 



In the first part, the minister and the govemor appeared to address thzir speeches to the 

people. which said, "Drug abuse has been a problem in our country since the [Second] World 

War. It is becoming a serious problem in recent years especially, and it is our wish to prevent it. 

Drugs are dangerous not only because they c m  cause damage to your health, but also because 

they can destroy your family ..." The fact that the end of the Second World War was chosen in 

this speech as a temporal bounday marker is interesting, because it marked Japan's surrender to 

the allied forces of the West and the beginning of the US. occupation. There is an implicit 

linking of the h g  problem to the time when Japan, re-engaged in interaction with the Westem 

world, has undergone strong Westem influence. This M e r  suggests a subtle underlining of the 

idea that drugs were not originally a Japanese problem but a foreign one -- a kind of reasoning 

that derives fiom a tendency to see foreigners as standing in contrast to Japanese images of 

themselves. In a social environment where foreigners are often represented as overtly breaking 

the conventional rules of Japanese society, Westemers are seen as egoistic and contravening 

essential Japanese values of collectivity and social h a n o n y  (Creighton 1995: 136,137,144; see 

also Moeran 1986; Applbaum 1992). Thus, dmgs, which symbolize Western egoism, impose a 

moral threat to the Japanese, and pop-idols, representing the images of Japanese adolescent 

pur@, are used as a symbolic force to counteract against this foreign threat. 

After the last speech, everyone was asked to stand up and sing a Song, Yes To Life, whose 

lyncs appeared on the program: 

Do you know? 
1 cannot see 
I don't understand love 
My fnends and lovers went away 
My tears are dry 
Please call me, please call 
Someone said to me 
Let's hold our hands, be brave 
Kick the ground and fly into the blue sky  



Yes To Life, Lovely Nice Day For You 
Yes, Yes To Life ... 

At this time, Nishimura also appeared on the stage to sing with the audience. Throughout this 

ritual, two fernale high-school students who sat next to me giggled and made cynical remarks. 

They did not think it was possible for the state officials to prevent h g s  Crom coming into 

Japan and spreading among young people, as was the case in the Tokyo area at the time. They 

wanted the officials to get over with their boring speeches quickly, and start the concert that 

apparently was their main reason for being there. Parents who brought their children were at my 

back, and they were attending the ceremony more seriously. As they observed the data 

presented by the oficials, they made comments like "Drugs are becoming a pretty serious 

problem, aren't they?" 

Once the event reached its second part, the atmosphere changed drastically. Fans who sat 

quietly during the first half transformeci themselves into ever-energetic and noisy cheenng 

squads. Naturally, different sections reacted to different idols that appeared on the stage. They 

shouted, clapped their hands, raised their arrns. and jumped up rhythmically as their idol(s) 

sang. Some fans hooted "Rubbish!" (dusui/) as fans frorn other factions cheered their idol(s). 

Those who sat behind these enthusiastic fans stood in their seat and observed the stage 

performances by the first two groups, Meiody and SKI, in progress. Many of those who sat 

around me laughed at the scene. Some referred to the fans as cheering squads as a "bunch of 

weirdoes" while others made fun of what they thought were artless performances of groups that 

they never saw before. 

Events involvhg a multiple number of entertainers were arranged according to seniority in 

Japan, where newcomea commonly appeared before those who were considered to have been 

performing for a greater number of years. Occasions to which this seniority nile did not apply 



included cases where those who are considered by the event organizers to be exceptionally 

popular and important were invited. In this particular campaign-concert, the stage-performance 

proceeded according to the hierarchy based on seniority, and it matched nicely with different 

levels of popularity (or public recognition) attained by each participant. This was reflected in 

the number of fans that were present as well as the manner in which other people in the 

audience reacted. 

When Wink appeared on stage, a large number of people stood up and cheered, causing the 

rest to stand up and clap their hands as the duo sang songs including smash hits. Winner of the 

1989 Japan Record Award, the duo popularized their images of innocent babes between the late 

1980s and early 1990s. Unlike those of the first two groups, Win& stage featured live bands 

and stage-effects. Along with the fancy, fnlly costumes that they wore, the stage created an 

illusion that they were singing in a forest of Europe, which evoked the sense of romanticisrn in 

the minds of the viewers. 

As far as I could tell, nobody laughed or made fun of Wink's performance, which led me to 

realize that the more recognition the performers attain, the more seriously they are attended by 

the audience. Giving famous performers their serious attention represented a kind of respect to 

them -- like that given by Japanese students to a respected teacher - this indicates a hierarchical 

view of social organimtion. Yet, one of the two female high-schooi students who stood next to 

me told me that their doll-like images looked somewhat outdated, when 1 asked them about the 

style represented by the duo. The style they preferred was much more vibrant, artistic and cool 

as represented by Namie Arnuro -- to whom the generation of teens today could associate 

themsehes better. 

What interested me ail the more $vas the fact that some of the idol-fans who cheered other 

groups stood in their seats while the rest of the people stood up to dance dong with WinKs 



melody. Other fans walked out of the hall while WinKs stage performance was in progress. 

Apparently, these acts were purposely exercised by their actors to distinguish their group 

against other groups. When I subsequently interviewed one of the fans who walked out, he said 

that he was there only to show his suppoa for the id01 he adored: 

I don't care how popular other idols are. 1 don't care if anyone wanted to make 
fun of my idol. 1 take pnde in supporting my id01 -- especially when she is not 
considered so good by others. If we [the fans] don't support her, who will? 
People are generdly mindless. They're probably there sixnply because the event 
was fun, or because it included someone famous ... They wouldn't think or care 
about putting their heart in supporting someone they can adore, but we do. I was 
there to support someone 1 find worth supporting, and not to go with the flow of 
an event with a bunch of mindless people! 

This fan expressed his indifference and even hostility, and therefore differentiated himself and 

his group of idol-fans, against other idol-fans as well as those he thought to be the members of 

the general public. 

Nishimura, whose narne and delightfil personality were widely recognized by the public, 

was met more by respect than by loud cheers. Everyone in the crowd clapped their hmds as she 

sang until the event reached its finale. Like the great Sun God Amaterasu in Japanese myth, 

Nishimura invoked the sense of tolerance vis-a-vis other pop-idol(s) who, like less renowned 

gods in the myth, provoked emotions and political conflicts. Indeed mystically, the campaign- 

event demonstrated that al1 syrnbolic conflicts could corne to an end, and people who remained 

throughout this life-celebrating event could join together in harmony under one prominent 

performer whose style surpassed the contest between different styles. This reflects the value 

emphasized generally in Japan of harmony and the idea of nakayoshi (lit. "good fiiends"), 

indicating the importance of ~endsh ip  and social solidarity - against the intrusive forces of 

egoism and individualism - in Japanese society. 



Summary 

This chapter has delved into the mechanism of pop-id01 promotion in order to explicate the 

political-orientation of styles. The formation of styles is a strategic means for pop-idols and 

their fans to differentiate themselves fiom each other symbolically. At the sarne time, the 

development of different styles contributes to the establishment of idol-performances as a 

historicaily (or genealogically) meaningful genre. The style differentiation constitutes the field 

of pop-id01 production as a culturaily recognized domain. Given such a sociohistorical 

establishment, the idol-system shows a striking structural compatibility with the religious arena 

in which the iconographic styles and symbolic powers of sacred figures are signified and 

contested. In either of these cases, the symbolic competition and instability tend to promote 

convergence on a unity of identity rather than result in symbolic chaos. Thus, pop-id01 

producers, performers, and consumers identify themselves with the idol-pop and take pide in 

their activities of manufacturing, enacting, and supporting pop-id01 styles through the very act 

of participating in the symbolic competition. 

From the standpoint of a general audience who stood outside of the group of dedicated idol- 

fans, the symbolic contestation between different pop-idols and their styles occurs within a 

homogeneous social category. Details of this competition appear to be insignificant, or even 

ridiculous. As the old Japanese saying goes, people who take part in such a competition are 

caught in donguri no seikurabe, or "acoms' fighting over their height," which means it is not 

worth a fight d e r  d l .  The associated idea is that many of the things which people consider 

important or worth fighting over, fiom some other perspective, are rather meaningless. The acts 

of enthusiastic fans who seriously fail into such an identity stmggle are often denigrated as 

otaku, a terni derived fiom its original meaning "your home" and ttanslated as "lunatics." Otaku 

implies a psychologicai symptom of a presumed social dysfunction (Jenson 1992:  IO).^ 



Notes: 

1. niese statistics are adopted fiom Kodansha (1 993:857,864). 

2. This point is inspired by Ewen (1988:23), who considers style as the source of cultural power. 
Seigle's (1 993) study on Yoshiwara brothels, which developed in Tokyo, Japan during the Edo- 
period (1 600- 1868) as the only govemrnent-approved pleasure quater in the region, shows how 
stylization served as a means for the class of prostitutes to upgrade their social status - to 
empower itself as a group. One way in which Yoshiwara lifestyle mobilized itself upward was 
through its convergence with the class of literati and artists. Yoshiwma becme the popular subject 
of how-to-books called sharebon, the contemporary equivalent of which are lifestyle magazines. It 
also became the popular theme of ukiyoe woodcut prints, making it the subject of dandy culture at 
the t h e  (see 1993: chapter 5 for the details of this developmental process). 

3. Idol research groups (aidoru kenkylacai), ofien called "pop-music research groups" (kay&yokr 
kenkyiacai - aithough most of their topics focus on id01 performances) are one of many informal 
student organizations, or "circles," that develop in universities. Usuall y, members who are 
interested in, and are knowledgeable about, pop-idols get together to enjoy hanging out, engaging 
in informai conversations, playing games, drinking and going to karaoke-boxes together. Their 
more serious activities include interviewhg pop-idols, publishing periodicals (so-cailed 
minikomishi or "mini-communication magazines") that discuss id01 performances, and organiUng 
pop-idol concerts in collaboration with promotion agencies during annuai student festivals 
(gakuemi) on campus. 

4. The company's name, Yellow Cab, reflects the sexist stereotype about kpanese girls that 
ernerged in the 1980s as Japanese women overseas becûme known for their openness in having 
affairs with men. "Yellow," in this case, refers to the skin color of Japanese girls, while "cab" 
refers to taxi, signifj4ng how easy these girls can be picked up on streets. Noda adopted this 
name to parody the popularity of Japanese girls in the world, and signify the sexual 
attractiveness of his company's pop-idols. 

5. This research refers to Yoshida ( 1984). 

6. I found it most difficult and risky on my part when I followed my inforrnants fiom one agency 
to the back stage and met the people 1 knew fiom another agency (other agencies). Caught 
between the two (or more), 1 had to worry about not king considered a spy. 1 purposely avoided 
going to the back-stage when two or more agencies invited me to the same event. 

7. In her study of department stores, for example, Creighton (1992,1994a) shows that large 
marketing institutions develop theme parks and play floors for children, dong with shopping clubs 
for their mothers. In these amusement spaces, activities are developed in such ways that 
participants cm interact with each other and leam behaviors that are considered appropriate for 
one's status (or class), age category, and gender through goods and services that stores offer. While 
stores present their offerings and activities in terms of educational and cultural development 



themes, they also struggle to make them appear pleasant, playfil, and fun: that is, something to 
which participants can look forward. Retailing amusements in Japan are cloaked in appeals to 
education, which is given a high cultural value in Japan (Creighton lWa:4O). 

8. Yano (1997:336) observed that the characterization of fandom as a social pathology is a cultural 
trend in the United States. In Japan, fandom is regarded more oflen to be part of a culhiraily 
h e d  dyad of dependency, as constituted by those who seek indulgence and those who provide 
that indulgence. Based on my own observation, 1 am skeptical of this rather simplistic cultural 
dichotomy. If otherwise, the tendency to regard fandom as a psychological symptom was 
facilitated in Japan since 1989 when an extreme enthusiast of both female pop-idols and other 
young female personalities turned out to be a senal killer. He kidnapped and killed young female 
children and wrote letters to their parents about the killing. According to some sources, he often 
stood in his own house where he enjoyed collecting and watching video-tapes of female infants 
including those he himself produced &er cornmitting his crimes. The incident became a national 
scandai. Two cultural critics, Akio Nakarnori and Eiji Ôtsuka, published a best-selling book, M No 
Jidui (The Age o j M ) ,  that discwed the incident. In this book, Nakarnori and &&a created the 
term otaku to refer to those who are predominated by fantasies to the extent that they became 
incapable of making a moral distinction beîween illusions and realties, or good and bad. 



CHAPTER VI1 - THE SPREAD OF POP-IDOL PERFORMANCES IN ASIA 

Japanese-style pop-id01 performances are no longer limited to Japan's nationai boundary. By 

the mid-1980~~ a number of personalities who were referred to as "idols" in the Japanese-style 

becarne popular in other Asian countries, most noticeably among Chinese populations. A 

preliminary examination of pop-idols in other parts of Asia finds that just as in Japan, pop-idols 

in these countries sing, dance, act, atûact fans, and merchandise the process of maturation in 

ways that reflect lifestyles for young people. 

The analysis in this chapter will focus on the way Japanese pop-idols are perceived, 

interpreted, and transformed by other Asian nationalities. It will show how Japanese-style pop- 

idols constmct their local identities in the era of so-called "open regionalism," contributing to 

the understanding of symbolism and culture contact: specifically, how pop-id01 performances 

contribute to the transformation of cultural consciousness in developing Asian corntries. 

Moreover, the popularity of Iapanese pop-idols and the activities of the Iapanese entertainment 

industry in other Asian countries raises the specter of cultural hegemony, or the relationship 

between culture and power (e.g., Gramsci 1 97 1 ; Williams 1 977). Modification of this anaiytical 

concept in the light of studies of language and culture contact (e.g., Samarin 1971; McKellin 

199 1) sheds light on the ways in which people in developing Asian countries respond to 

Iifestyle changes initiated by the entertainment industry. These transformations are part of the 

more widespread changes in the societies and economies in the region. 

The Symboüc Flow of Pop-Idols: Japan and Beyond 

In many Asian countries, Iapanese popular culture forms such as fashion, television dramas, 

popular music, and animations have become as well known as Japanese cars and electronic 

products. Representing a modem, urban lifestyle, these items become points of culnual 



dissemination for students, young workhg people and touists in Asia's upward-moving 

economic areas. The popularity of Japanese-style pop-idols is one of the most interesting recent 

examples of culturai dissemination in the Asian region. 

For example, a popular Japanese pop-id01 duo, P u f i ,  burst onto Japan's pop music scene in 

1996, using their debut Song, Asian Purity, as the theme Song in a widely s h o w  Kirin Beer 

television commercial. In doing so, they not only joined a long list of Japanese pop-idols and 

idol-groups, but also became a prototype on which young performers who have a prestigious 

presence in East and South Asia are modeled (figure 32).' Popular magazines and television 

programs fiom China, Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, and 

Vietnam feature a plethora of images representing young Asian movie, television, and pop 

music stars. These personalities smile coquettishly and strike shapely poses. As in the case of 

Japan, these adolescent personalities attract a large number of devoted followers, and their 

images are massively ~onsumed.~ Japanese pop-idols are also popular in these Asian countries, 

as evidenced by featured magazine articles and countless internet home pages organized by 

local producers. These cases retlect a trend of looking-toward Japanese and Japanese-style pop- 

id01 performances by a non-Japanese audience. 

In Asian Purity (Ajia No Junrhin), P u f i ,  sings: 

hirake doa ima wu mo nagaredetara ajia 
open the door, flow out now and there is Asia 
shiro no panda o dore demo zenbu narabete 
lining up any and every white panda 
pyua nu haato ga yozoro de hajike-to bis6 ni kagayaite iru 
pure hearts hvinkle in the night sky as if they are about to burst 
hibana no y6 ni 
like a spark 

This speaks not only of the growing interest of Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols in many 

Asian countries outside of Japan, but also of Japan's deepening cultural engagement with the 



Figure 32. Pufb (top), mimicked by a Taiwanese duo, A My-My (bottom) 
(from CD jackets). 



rest of Asia in recent years. "Pure hearts," which signify young Japanese girls (or cute and 

innocent youngsters of Japm), are wivilling to explore other Asian countries, or what they might 

regard as new fiontiers that are full of wonders. In Japan, interest in other Asian countries has 

been booming in the 1990s, an era in which Asia as a region is considered energetic and hot 

with high expectations for economic growth. This is evidenced by a growing public interest in 

ethnic foods, increasing travel to Asian destinations, the popularity of studying Chinese or 

Korean in place of previously dominant European laquages (e.g., English and French), and a 

growing familiarity with movies and pop music frorn different Asian countries. 

In the domain of political economy, the expectation for Asia's regional developrnent is 

realized in such intergovernmental organizations as M E C ,  or Asia-Pacific Economic 

~ o o ~ e r a t i o n . ~  The present goal of APEC is to enhance open regionalism in the Pacific Rim, 

which has been seen to be evolving as a sub-global system, drawing countries in the area closer 

together through increased trade, communication, investment, and population movement (e.g., 

McGee and Watters 1997:4). At the 1993 APEC summit held in Seattle, Washington (U.S.A.), 

Japanese Prime Minister Tomiichi Murayarna called upon M E C  participants to develop 

"partnerships for progress" and thereby "encourage regional institution building to avert sub- 

regional trade wars and protectionism and to stimulate trade creatiod' (Hadi l995:85). 

American President Bill Clinton, in agreement with this view, proposed his vision to create 

what he called the "Asia-Pacific Community." However, critics such as Maiaysian Prime 

Minister Mohammad Mahatir and his ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations) 

colleagues perceive such a vision as an ideological cloak s e ~ n g  pnmarily the interests of Japan 

and the U.S. (the two superpowers in the Pacific) to dominate Asia's regional ec~norny .~  

Aside fiom this debate rooted in politico-economic cooperation and conflict, there is another 

trend in the Asia-Pacific region -- one that belongs to the realm of mass culture. This trend 



coincides with the vision of sub-global development irnpiied by APEC, but is conceived of as a 

popular vision of socioeconomic progress. This view is symbolically embodied in the everyday 

practices of individuals and groups. This is where the cultural apparatus, such as the 

entertainment industry, develops its own themes and events that facilitate the formation of local 

identities. In this setting, Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols play evocative roles (figure 33). 

While documenting activities related to the industry's production of pop-idols in various 

parts of Asia is undoubtedly pivotal, the ethnographie analysis in this chapter will consider the 

locai consurnption of pop-idols as well. Thus, the investigation will focus on how consumers 

develop a web of meaning around their favorite Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols. A f  er 

Friedman (1990:3 12), the act of consumption will be considcred as a cultural strategy that 

specifies the structure of desire. Consumption defines the contours of a specific identity space, 

or a surn of products configured into an arrangement that expresses "what I am." Friedman 

elaborates: 

Consumption within the bounds of the world system is always a consumption of 
identiry, canalized by a negotiation between self-definition and the array of 
possibilities offered by the capitalist market.. . [Consumption is] the libidinous 
half of social reproduction [that] is a significant part of the diflerential definition 
of social groups and individuals (1990:3 14). 

This aspect of consumption is useful in understanding how people of different nationalities + 

develop their local identities in an era in which the world is becoming increasingly 

intercomected. It also suggests how the difference between local cultures and artifacts are made 

predictable, surpnsingly uniforni, and therefore shared on a cross-cultural scale (Friedman 

1995; see also Wilk 1990,1995). Thus, through the act of consuming a global culture forms in a 

local context, the consumers are absorbed into a global arena of contest in which they cm 

evaluate their own culture vis-a-vis other cultures fiom which the shared art-form was originally 

borrowed. This arena of cultural cornparison is also an area in which power is reinscribed. It is 

270 



Figure 33. Celebrating Asian pop-idols: the cover of a 1996 issue of Japan's 
Asian TruveIiers Journal. 



where contradicting identities are asserted in such forms as economic power, cultural authority, 

world recognition, or place in a world order - at a historical moment when boundaries among 

nations are contested and highly charged (Kondo 1992: 177). 

Seen in this light, the subsequent discussion will detail how the spread of Japanese-style 

pop-idols across east and southeast Asia reflects a growing ethos toward the transcendence of 

self in local areas. A consumer, worlcing on the assertion of what is more desirable, uses 

Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols as instruments to cultivate a sense of socioeconomic 

progress. I will consider the way in which Japanese-style pop-idols become the motif- 

dissemination point for other Asian nationalities to develop their lifestyles in the direction of 

catching up and surpassing Japan -- their transcendent& other. 

For people in developing countries, particularly those with a colonial past, it is often 

assumed that the friture will be a repetition of the past. Pop-idols can be seen as one exarnple of 

a historie discourse in which the f'uture is reaiized in new ways - ways which reference such 

notions as "progress," socioeconomic improvement, etc. (e.g., Gadamer 1989: 195; Bhabha 

1994: 156; Rowlands 199241). With this in mind, the subsequent ethnographic analysis 

examines how particular informants consume Asian pop-idols as a way of claiming their 

identities for themselves within what they conceive to be an increasingly modemized world. 

The Development of Pop-Id01 Performances in Asia 

Young popular entertainers existed in places such as China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South 

Korea long before Japanese pop-idols appeared on the scene. Yet, by the mid 1980s, many of 

Asia's new homegrown pop stars bore the unmistakable stamp of the Japanese pop-idol. These 

homegrown personalities have been featured as cute, pure, righteous, or pretty. Their songs 

have included exact copies of Japanese idol-pop songs, or have contained themes borrowed 



fiom them. Promotion networks and fan clubs have been developed around hem in the sarne 

way as the Japanese idol-promotion system. These cases imply that many indigenous pop-id01 

promoters are facilitating a knowledge tram fer of Japanese-style id01 marketing techniques. 

From the standpoint of Japanese pop-id01 promoters, other developing Asian countries represent 

new opportmities for business growth. 

In August 1993, the Hori Agency of Japan and the Beijing City Department of Culture held a 

live television broadcast audition that attracted as many as 400,000 Chinese applicants 

including Rao Dai. In spring 1995, the Hori Agency held another audition in cooperation with 

the Vietnamese govement, drawing 1,800 local applicants. Another large-scale audition -- the 

television program, Asia Bagus, based in Singapore and involving multinational corporate 

sponsorship -- attracts applicants From al1 over Asia. In a 1996 collaboration, Japan's Yoshimoto 

K6gy6 Productions, the Sony Music Entertainment Corporation, and a Japan-based 

international supermarket chain operator, Yaohan, recruited four young women from the 

Shanghai region to form an idol-group, Shanghai Performance Doll. This was a Chinese 

version of Japan's Taicyd Performance Do21 (debut 1990; see figure 34).' 

Many Japanese pop-idols have become celebrities in other Asian countries as well. A typical 

pattern, followed for exarnple by Noriko Sakai and Mika Chiba, is for a Japanese singer to start 

out in Taiwan and then to move into markets such as Hong Kong, China, and Singapore using 

Chinese connections. Home-language magazine articles and intemet home pages stimulate and 

feed the demands of Asian fans for information about Japanese and local pop-idols. 

In South Korea, Japanese television programs, magazines, music, animation and other forms 

of popular culture have been officially banned for histoncal reasons. This is due to Japan's 

amexation of Korea fiom 19 10 to the end of the Second World War, which included an attempt 



Shanghai Performance Do// 

Figure 34. Taky6 Performance Do11 (top) and Shanghai Performance Do11 (bottom) 
(from CD-jackets; Sony Music Entertainment, Inc.). 



to replace the Korean language and culture with those of Japan. The prewar Japanese imperiai 

govenunent issued the Act of Annexation in 19 10 and practiced econornic deprivation and 

political suppression in Korea and Taiwan. Under the colonial administration, Koreans were 

denied the rights of full citizenship, and were forced to accept a subordinate identity and serve 

the interests of metropolitan Japan. Many were forced to migrate to Japan to be recruited and 

mobilized as low-wage colonial labor (Weiner 1997:84). The current attitude of the Korean 

governrnent to boycott Japanese items is deeply rooted in this historicai past. Even so, many 

young Koreans today look to Japan for trendy fashions and lifestyle. They obtain information 

about pop-idols and other forms of Japanese popular culture through underground so~rces .~  

One notices that the areas in which Japanese pop-idols and their manufacturing agencies are 

particularly active are places undergoing rapid economic growth. AAer Japan, the countries in 

the Asia-Pacific region with the largest gross national product since 1980 are, in order, China, 

South Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong. As of 1992, China. Hong Kong, South Korea and 

Taiwan respectively overtook Japan in their rates of economic growth (PHP Research Center 

199552). Although Vietnam has not yet reached these levels, its strong national drive toward 

economic development is manifested in its recent participation in ASEAN as well as its 

willingness to open-up trade. These cases confimi that the performances of Asian-idols is part 

of a broader public movement toward what is perceived as regional progress.' 

hpanese-Style PopIdols as the Motif-Dissemination Point 

The Symbol of Socioeconomic AffluPnce 

Hideyoshi Aizawa, the president of the Sun Music Corporation, pointed out that Noriko 

Sakai's success in Asia was due not only to Sakai's own achievement, but also to the 



socioeconomic affluence she represented. This representation had an appeal to people in other 

Asian countnes. In fact, Sakai was first acknowledged by consumers in Hong Kong, Taiwan, 

and China through a Panasonic television cornmerciai, which contributed to the explosion of her 

popularity as well as the increased market sales of the CO-advertised product. Taking advantage 

of this oppominity, Sun Music debuted Sakai as a singer, produced albums in Chinese, and held 

fiequent concerts in places like Taiwan. In Aizawa's observation, both Sakai and the product 

offered drearns about a rich and happy world like Japan as it was imagined by the people in 

these countries. The dream manufactured by the pop-id01 industry, in this case, is a dream that 

signifies the nation's socioeconomic well being. 

Thus, the successfùl promotion of Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols throughout rapidly 

developing countries in Asia would have been unlikely had there not been a tendency for young 

people in these countries to look at Japanese popular culture as one source of new trends -- in 

the way the United States, for example, once was for Japan (see chapter five). In my 

preliminary interviews with two infommts from China, two fiom Hong Kong, two from South 

Korea, and three from Taiwan, 1 tried to understand how Japanese-style pop-idols are perceived 

in developing Asian countries. 1 asked 1) about their thoughts on the meaning oCJapanese pop- 

idols in their home countries, and 2) if they thought there was a relationship between these pop- 

idols and socioeconomic development in the Asian region. Their responses revealed that these 

informants saw Japanese-style pop-idols as a place to watch in tems of stylistic trends. 

For exarnple, one informant indicated that Japanese pop-idols represent a positively 

imagined way of life for many of her people. She said, 

People such as Momoe Yamaguchi and Seiko Matsuda from Japan are extremely 
popular in my country. Everyone knows their songs, and many know how to sing 
them in places like karaoke bars. 1 think that they are famous because we admire 
their way of life. They showed us how to make an effort, work hard, and 



establish oneself in contemporary society through the messages of their songs 
and performances (Female, age 24, from China). 

This statement con fms  the fact that some established Japanese pop-idols provide young 

Chinese with models for lifestyles. It should be noted here that the karaoke bar is another 

Japanese trend picked up by many people in other Asian counaies. Karaoke (lit. "empty 

orchestra") refers to prerecorded musical accompaniment, usually on tape or disc. Recording 

studios and television stations began using knraoke tapes in the mid-1960s to Save the cost of 

hinng bands and choruses. In the early 1970s, bar and pub owners widely adopted karaoke as a 

means to accommodate their patrons, who could choose some of their favorite songs from a 

prepared catalog and sing dong. Karaoke becarne one of the most popular leisure-time 

activities as many people in the public hit upon the idea of singing along with one's favorite 

songs. Specialized karaoke bars with large, eclectic catalogs developed as places for amusement 

and socialization (Kodansha 1993:746,747). Apparently, the popularity of karaoke bars plays an 

important role in the public recognition of pop-idols. 

Other informants suggested that Japanese-style pop-idols symbolize Japanls socioeconomic 

affluence, to which many people in their countries are drawn towards. Their cornments are as 

follows: 

There are rnany pop-idols and id01 magazines in Taiwan that imitate Japanese 
pop-idols and magazines. Some of them adopt identical titles, or titles that are so 
similar that we irnmediately know which Japanese counterparts they have 
imitated. 1 have an impression that Japanese pop-idols are generally like 
romantic dolls that represent happiness and dreams of a developed country. I 
think that is why we like them so much. We also want to be fancihl (Female, 
age 22, fiom Taiwan). 

1 think that pop-idols dramatize economic drearns and pack them in their songs, 
which are three to four, or five minutes long. They unite us, for example, like us 
Chinese al1 over the world, in Chinatowns in America or Great Britain or 
Canada. They bring us together spiritually, you know. 1 think that this kind of 
spiritual unity is important for Chinese and everybody who listens to the songs 
of Hong Kong pop-idols, Japanese pop-idols, or Taiwanese pop-idols, or 



wherever they are from, for regional economic development (Male, age 26, fiom 
Hong Kong). 

These statements show that economic dreams and spiritual affluence are linked in the minds of 

these informants. What underlies the socioeconomic dream is the desire to realize econornic 

affluence through social progress, as it is especially evident in the second informant's 

comments. In his view, economic affluence is a goal under which al1 Asians cm explore their 

local identities in an age of econornic affluence, or a tirne in which this affluence is no longer 

associated with the Western world. Thus, pop-idols perform a lubncant role in the formation of 

local identity for adolescents in Asia. 

One other informant explicated the leadership role of Japanese-style pop-idols. She said, 

If pop-idols can contribute to the modemization of Asia, that would be because 
they can direct many people to one and the same economic or social issue. It is 
like leadership, but an entertaining one -- not as senous and boring as political 
statements made by politicians, and not so light-hearted or ironic as jokes made 
by cornedians. I'd rather listen to pop-idols sing than go to a political speech, 
and hear about our cross-cultural fi-iendship, or unity, or developrnent (Fernale, 
age 26, fiom South Korea). 

This informant compares pop-id01 leadership with political leadership, and sees a greater 

advantage of the former over the latter due to its entertaining function. This recalls my own 

observation of political carnpaigns in which pop-idols were used as an ailegorical means to 

attract people. Politicians relied on pop-idols' fame as wrll as their cheerful images to tum their 

campaigns into public spectacles. Even so, some young people in the audience rejected political 

messages and "just wanted to have fun" with pop-idols (see chapter six). 

Two other comments clarifi the role played by Japanese-style pop-idols in constmcting 

Asian identity. They explained: 

Japanese pop-idols keep inspiring young perfomers fiom Hong Kong who give 
us the messages of love, drearns and hopes, although whether they are valuable 
or not depends on the person's evaluation. These messages c m  at least unite the 



feelings of many Asians and construct some kind of identity that is different 
fiom Americans or Europeans (Male, age 26, from Taiwan). 

Pop-idols are simply entertainers, and 1 do not think they have any essential 
significance. But that is why I think they are necessary. People everywhere 
cannot live without some kind of entertainment, right? We al1 have to take a 
break and run away fiom the real world. That is, I think, what entertainment, 
including id01 performances, is al1 about. The reason that pop-idols are so 
popular these days in Asia is, 1 think, because people in Asia are working hard 
now and they need to take a break sometimes. Hollywood rnovie stars and other 
exotic-looking actors are okay, too, but I think as an Asian 1 prefer to see people 
who look like me.. . with black hair, black pupils, yellow skin ... 1 feel like 1 can 
relax more when 1 see pop-idols. Then, I can refiesh myself and get to work for 
Asia's economic development the next day (Male, age 24, fiom Taiwan). 

Both of these informants use Japanese-style pop-idols to identify Asia's sociocultural and 

economic potential against Europeans and North Americans. Asian pop-idols, represented by 

the Japanese prototype, emerge as popular icons under which dl Asian people cm unite, work 

hard, and overcome the Occidental economic superpowers, represented by glamorous 

Hollywood actors. In these views, Japanese-style pop-idols constitute a brand, not simply of 

singers or actors but of a modem lifestyle. 

Takumi Hayashi. a Japanese colurnnist and culture critic, observes in a 1990 survey 

conducted in Taiwan that Japanese pop-idols provide their Taiwanese audience with various 

fictions about Japanese culture. The people of Taiwan use these fictions to expand their 

knowledge of and construct their own ideas about other aspects of hpan: entertainment, arts, 

subcultures, fashion, comics, music, and so on (Hayashi 1994). This indicates that Japan, in 

ternis of many stylistic trends, has become the place to watch for other Asians -- in the way 

Europe and the United States once were for Japanese during the era of postwar economic 

development in the 1950s and 1960s. 

My preliminary interview data aiso reveaied that Japanese-style pop-idols provide a point of 

reference for making sense of the changing social and workplace conditions that accompany 



economic growth. Most interview respondents were skeptical about any direct impact of pop- 

idols upon regional economic development. Yet, it was generally acknowledged that pop-idols 

are syrnbolically significant for enhancing a developmental atmosphere in the region where 

people are trying to catch up and surpass what they see as the Japanese level of economic and 

technological development. Japanese-style pop-idols propel the desire arnong the people of 

developing Asian countries to have the rest of the world perceive them on equal terms with the 

Japanese in economy and lifestyle. 

In a separate interview, Eric Suen (debuted 1993), an idol-pop singer from Hong Kong, 

indicated his intention to contribute to the cross-cultural communication and exchange in Asia. 

According to Suen: 

It would be my greatest pleasure to uniS. the hearts of many people al1 around 
Asia, encouraging thein with my music and acting. I would certainly like to help 
us cope with a variety of social problems that might occur in many parts of Asia 
together, and support the development of the region in any way I can. 

Suen1s attempt to join the list of farnous Japanese-style pop-idols includes his frequent business 

trips to Japan, where he was adopted by Sun Music to be debuted in Japan. In the spring of 

1995 he released a duet-single with Noriko Sakai which symbolized the partnenhip between 

Hong Kong and Japan (figure 35)' and he participated in the 1996 Asia Music Festival, held in 

Fukuoka, Japan. These not only provided Suen with oppomuiities for being recognized in 

Japan, but also being acknowledged back home by eaming a place in the Japanese 

entertainment industry. In an increasingly cosmopolitan world, the recognition of pop-idols 

reinforces perfonners' national identity (Le., the country from which they corne, or the area that 

they represent) - just as athietes would represent a sense of national pride in Olympic Games. 

The connection made above between Japanese-style pop-id01 performances and the growing 

ethos in East and Southeast Asian countries for national and economic development yields 



Figure 35. Eric Suen and Noriko Sakai in duet (from an ofiicial photo, 
Sun Music Corporation). 



M e r  examination. Factors that contribute to the construction of Japanese-style pop-idols as 

tools in formulating local social identities will be explicated in the following section through a 

deeper examination of consumer consciousness. 

Idol Symbolism and Social Transformation: A Pop-Id01 Consumer in Hong Kong 

The In formant 

Gregory Chang (a pseudonym) was a 24 year-old university student (a business major) who 

iived in Hong Kong. He was the son of an upper-middle-class family, whose father owned a 

business firm and whose mother worked as a secretary in a large Company. As with many 

students of his social class, Chang received part of his education in Britain and the United 

States. Chang's parents provided hirn with an apartrnent in the Kowloon district, where he iived 

alone. They gave him al1 the money he needed for his living, including the monthly allowance 

of 12,000 Hong Kong dollars that enabled Chang to buy most of the things he needed or wanted 

in his everyday life. His room was well equipped with fumiture and electronic appliances, 

including a 16-inch color television, radio cassette, CD player, and a high-power computer. 

1 spent three weeks living with Chang in the spring of 1996 to examine his activities and 

conduct interviews. A long-time fnend of mine, Chang was disturbed neither by my presence 

nor by my intention to analyze him. He treated me and spoke to me just as he would to any of 

his other friends under normal circumstances. Chang expressed particular interest in Japanese 

pop-idols. His limited ability to read, speak, or write in Japanese helped hirn to decode lyrics of 

idol-pop songs and Japanese magazine articles related to pop-idols. Taking advantage of my 

presence, he fiequently asked me to translate parts of these songs, articles, and Japanese 

television b a s  that he could not comprehend. 



The En vironment 

Hong Kong, where Chang was born and raised, developed as a center of commercial 

exchange between the British and the Chinese when it becarne a colony of the British Empire in 

the late 19th century. Over the years, the city prospered as a paragon of capitalism with its 

active participation in the laissez faire economy (e.g., market cornpetition, free enterprise, and 

free trade) as well as the govenunent's willingness to keep hands off business. Hong Kong's 

hard-working labor force has been mobilized into textile manufacturing, financial institutions, 

insurance companies, telecornmunication agencies, tourism, and retail corporations. In 

concurrence with the terms indicated in the 1898 Second Convention of Beijing, which 

authonzed the British rule of Hong Kong for 99 years, Hong Kong was returned to China on 

July 1, 1997. The city became part of the People's Republic of China. Under the 1 994 Sino- 

British Joint Declaration. however, the Chinese govemment prornised to retain Hong Kong's 

economic autonomy for at least 50 years by making it a Special Administrative Region. Today, 

Hong Kong's 6 million people -- most of whom have a Cantonese background -- live in an area 

of 1,070 square kilometers total. 

My fieldwork in Hong Kong took place when its retum to China was approaching, and 

people around me as well as the mass media were becoming more outspoken about their local 

identity than ever before. As for Chang, he was certain that Hong Kong would maintain its 

autonomy as a city with advanced industry, sophisticated service systems, and many educated 

workers. Hong Kong was expected to grow continuously as China's gateway to Western 

capitaiism. Chang believed that Hong Kong would continue to prosper as a center of 

cosmopolitan fashion and lifestyle. He said that Hong Kong citizens held the key to China's 

funue socioeconomic development. 



The Development of Pop-idol Performances Ni Hong Kong 

Until the early 1970s, the pop-music scene in Hong Kong was dominated by a style inspired 

by traditional Chinese operas: a form of musical theater in which actors appear on stage with 

elaborate makeup and costumes to perfom mythical taies, classical love stones and miiitary 

legends as they sing in high-pitched voices and dance with a mainly percussive orchestra. Many 

young people of the tirne who were less interested in this rather classical form of performance 

tumed their attention to Taiwanese pop music which consisted of Western-inspired, Mandarin- 

langage bailads. 

The first locally-produced pop music in Hong Kong emerged when a major television 

network, W B ,  began hiring songwriters who composed theme songs in the local Cantonese 

dialect, for television dramas. Outstripping the shows in popularity, these songs constituted a 

new genre of popular music, othenvise known as Canton-pop. This genre featured singers such 

as Samuel Hui, Alan Tarn, and George Lam. Hui, considered to be the pioneer of Hong Kong's 

pop music, wrote and sang songs that spoke of everyday matters, the hardship of life and 

tragicomedies of romance which were set to Western-style melodies and instrumentation. Other 

singers imitated and elaborated upon his successful f~rrnula.~ 

This original style of pop music gave way to a new wave of Japanese idol-pop at the end of 

the 1970s, inspiring the reorganization of Cantonese pop music into a more elaborate style of 

musical performance in terms of melodies, omate fashions and complicated choreography. Like 

Japanese pop-idols, many young singers in Hong Kong began acting in movies and television 

dramas. Long-term planning was incorporated into their promotion system, enabling the 

successful performers to develop their career as they matured from novices to experienced 

actors. 1 could not find any source of the time that accurately describes how Japanese pop-idois 

became popular in Hong Kong. Yet, 1 found that many popular magazines of this period 



dedicated a page or section to information related to Japanese pop-idols, discussing anything 

fiom their styles to private &airs (figure 36). Later reports, on the other hand, confrm the 

emergent popularity of the Japanese idol-pop, as the following example shows: 

At the end of the '70s, the Canto[n-]pop boom hit unexpected resistance, as Hong 
Kong teenagers himed their attention to Japanese pop idols, whose peppy, 
electronic music was more fun and danceable than the melodramatic love songs 
of the local Canto[n]-minstrels. The J[apanese]-pop fad ultimately faded, but 
only because the Hong Kong music industry had learned to assimilate and adapt 
to this new challenge: The '80s saw the emergence of a crop of vtists who 
combined the teen-id01 appeal and.. . dance groove of Japanese popsters with a 
feel for traditional romantic ballads (Yang et al l997:XS). 

This short passage indicates how Canton-pop burgeoned through the borrowing of Japanese 

pop-id01 styles. It also shows that the Cantonese audience in Hong Kong enmeshed themselves 

into Japanese pop-id01 performances until homegrown artists employed similar techniques. As 

greater numbers of local artists appeared on the scene, the popularity of Japanese pop-idols 

began to drop in Hong Kong. 

My interview with Chang was conducted as part of an effort to delve into the meaning 

assigned by a member of the Cantonese audience in Hong Kong to Japanese pop-id01 

performances -- particularly this individual's perception regarding the cause of the development 

of Japanese-style idol-pop in Hong Kong. The following interview excerpts substantiate the role 

played by Japanese pop-idols as motifs of modemity in Asia -- the state of socioeconomic being 

to be achieved and owned by the citizens of Hong Kong. 

Interview Data 

One way in which Chang articulated his local identity was through expressing his ethnic 

nvalry against the British. By stressing the Chineseness of the Hong Kong people against the 



Figure 36. A sample article in Hong Kong's popular magazine indicated by 
Gregory Chang featuring information about Japanese pop stars and dramns 
(from the November 11,1995 issue of Yes! Idol) 



Anglophonic-orientation of the British other, he demonstrated his long-awaited sense of 

liberation from Engiish domination. The following conversational excerpt clarifies this point: 

Chang (C): As you know, we the Chinese people in Hong Kong have been under British 
influence for a long time. We enjoyed the advantage of possessing a British passport that 
enabled us to go to many places around the world without much problem, but we never 
identified ourselves with the British culture. 

Researc her (R) : Why not? 

C: Because people in Hong Kong generally dislike the British who not only colonized China 
with their military power and dirty tricks in trading, but also continue to discriminate against 
the Chinese people today. 1 often find myself in conflict with British politics. 

R: How so? Can you provide me with an exarnple? 

C: For example, until the 1970s or so, most important positions in the government, civil 
services, or large companies, were dominated by the British, and they gave no opportunity for 
Chinese to occupy these high positions. Chinese end up as servants and never the boss, you 
know. Another example is that in education, children Iike myself when 1 was a kid were forced 
to watch English educational programs in school whether we liked it or not. The more you 
became British-like, the more prestigious you became, but you could never become the top 
because the top was always occupied by the British. 

R: So, you are saying that the British set up a system that marginalizcd the Chinese people, 
right? 

C: That's right, and we were becorning fed up with it. 

R: So in this sense you are glad that Hong Kong will return to China, are you not? 

C: In this sense, yes. 

R: Have you ever been in a situation where you were personally discnminated against by the 
British? 

C: Yes, I remember going to a restaurant once where many British people hung out. When I 
went inside, one white woman pointed at me when she saw me and said 'Hey look! There 
cornes a Chink! [sic]'. You know that ' Chink' is a [derogatory] terni they use to discriminate 
against the Chinese, dont you? Then she made a funny face, and al1 the white people around her 
started to laugh at me. This happened here in Hong Kong, my hometown, for Christ's sake! 
When 1 lived in Britain, too, 1 was looked down upon by the white people there countiess 
number of times, simply because 1 was Chinese. It seems that the British draw their boundary 
clearly against the outsiders, and never really try to accept them, whereas in the United States, 1 
felt more cornfortable. Not that there wasn't any discrimination, but Amencans seemed much 
more open to outsiders. In a way, the United States is a country made up of many immigrants, 



and you could always find someone who is sympathetic or willing to take your side. In Britain, 
you are either the obvious insider or the obvious outsider. One exception, though, was to speak 
English fluently with a good English accent. Then they were impressed, and said something like 
'Oh you speak well even if you are a Chink'. Still, 1 wasn't sure whether they were trying to 
compliment me or they were Qing  to discriminate against me. 

R: And you feel that it is impossible for the Chinese and the British to understand each other 
reall y? 

C: 1 am sure that there are nice people in Britain as much as there are racists in China, but in 
general ternis, 1 believe that even if the Chinese people are willing to accept British culture and 
l e m  about their lifestyle, it does not work the other way around. Here is another example: 1 
remember when I was little, my Fnends and I often played soccer garnes with American soldiers 
in a playground near my house, but we never played such a game with British soldiers, although 
many of them were always around. 1 have never seen or heard a case where the British 
socialized well with the natives of Hong Kong. They only try to nile us, and keep their distance 
from us. They communicate with us only to the extent that we are usehl to them. We really feel 
this way. 

Chang's cornparison of Britain with the United States implies that the United States is more of 

an immigrant society that can tolerate ethnic (and local) diversities, or where ethnic differences 

are more openly expressed and understood. This is not to say that Britain is culturally 

homogenous, but perhaps there is more of a sense of this than in an immigrant nation such as 

the United States. What Chang sees as the distinction made by the British between the obvious 

insider and the obvious outsider reflects a national characterization that Britain is an insular 

country, which results in the highlighting of certain ethnic sirnilarities or partial similarities. 

This trend is also evident in Japan, where the culturally prominent distinction between inside 

(uchi) and outside (soto) sets a clear line of demarcation, and people who do not fit in are 

considered as potentially threatening (e.g., Valentine 1986; Weiner 1997). 

The discussion of insularity is by no means limited to insular countries where ethnic 

similarity is emphasized. Any local comrnunity, social class, or interest group with a strong 

sense of collective identity can draw a line of demarcation according to the needs and wants of 

its members. As for Chang who considers himself proud to be a Hong Kong citizen, not only 



the British but also the Mainland Chinese were considered outsiders. While refemng to the 

British colonists as "foreign barbarians" using the Cantonese derogatory term gwai lo, Chang 

also distinguished Hong Kong From the People's Republic of China, or mainland China, whose 

culture he thought was underdeveloped. This is indicated in the following excerpt: 

C: To begin with, our Chinese forefathers came to Hong Kong as they fled from China's 
cornmunist regime. Many of us Bel, especiaily after the June-4th Incident [of 19891 in which 
many students were killed in Beijing during their democratic pmtest against the Chinese 
govemment, that we cannot trust the Chinese government. We are afraid that this govemment is 
highly unpredictable. We are not sure as to whether it will keep its promise to maintain Hong 
Kong as an independent economic district afier its return to China in July 1997. 

R: Okay, so you are saying that people of Hong Kong cannot accept the Chinese politics, right? 

C: Yes. That's right. 

R: Let's shift our view to ... 

C: You mean society? 

R: Yes, and culture. What about the people fiom Mainland China? Are they perceived 
differently in the eyes of Hong Kong residents? 

C: Indeed they are. We think of them as uncivilized, backward, out of fashion, distrustfil, and 
so on. They are way behind the Western world. China to me is really like another third world 
country. 

R: Why do you think that Chinese people are distrustfil? 

C: Many Chinese people are aware of what will happen to Hong Kong in the near fiiture, and 
many of them try to take advantage of it. They want to immigrate to Hong Kong and enjoy 
whatever power and prestige they can get fiom becoming a Hong Kong resident. 

R: Can you be more specific as to what you mean by taking the advantage of power, or 
prestige? 

C: One example will be to get a license to come work in Hong Kong. Because the people of 
China will need a special permission to come to Hong Kong, many of those who want to come 
to Hong Kong will try to do whatever they can to get this license. 1 read in a magazine recently 
that many young people in China are trying to arrange a marriage of convenience with those 
fiom Hong Kong. If these people have kids, these kids will surely quali@ for a Hong Kong 
residence by birth. We are now very affaid of the growing Chinese population in Hong Kong. 
It's a Chinese invasion in a way, you know. In this sense, we like to identify ourseives more as 
the people of the British colony rather than the Chinese. 



R: 1 see... 

C: By the way, do you know that famous song by an id01 folk-singer fiom mainland China, Ai 
Jin - the one that goes something like ' 1997 come quickly, 1997 come quickly, 1 want to go to 
the land of prosperity, 1 want to go shopping there, 1 want to get the visiting permit'? Many of 
us in Hong Kong were fnghtened by this song when it came out. 

R: Can you elaborate on this a little more as to why people in Hong Kong are so rnuch 
fnghtened by the mainland Chinese, if it is eventually going to becorne part of China anyway? 
Why wouldn't Hong Kong people want their Chinese cornrades to come to live and prosper 
together with hem? 

C: See, it's not really going to be part of China, because Hong Kong will assume its autonomy 
even afler its officia1 retum to China. So, the residents of Hong Kong are officially promised to 
keep their capitalist way of life within the Hong Kong district, and this means their way of life 
as well as their jobs. Imagine what will happen if thousands of mainlanders who know nothing 
about how things work in Hong Kong start to immigrate to Hong Kong and take over Hong 
Kong residents' jobs and everything? It would be chaos, wouldn't it? 

R: I see, but do you think this will be likely to happen? 

C: That's what 1 meant when 1 said we never know. It might very well happen, if not sooner 
then later. See, in the past we the people of Hong Kong regretted that high positions of work in 
Hong Kong were taken by the Bntish, but now we are afraid that low positioned jobs will al1 be 
taken away by Chinese immigrants. 

R: Interesting! So in effect, you think that you people in Hong Kong distinguish yourselves 
from both the Bntish and the Mainland Chinese, right? 

C: Yes. Now, we are evermore strongly identiQing ourselves with the Chinese, but as the 
citizens of fiee China and not communist China. By fieeChina we don? necessarily mean 
democratic, by the way, because we know that the chance for China to become democratic is ni1 
-- well, at least in the near future. By 'free' 1 mean economically independent. 

R: Would it ever be possible for you people in Hong Kong to feel that you are really Chinese? 

C: Weil, we are essentially Chinese, but given the present historical condition we want to keep 
ourselves different fiom the mainlanders. We developed our own unique culture, I think, and it's 
a pragmatic one. We cal1 ourselves tsar hai, which means 'shining other people's shoes'. Ail 
these years, we were shining British shoes, and d e r  1997, we will shine Chinese shoes. That's 
how we survive, and that's how we cm always adopt useful things and ideas From the outside 
world while adapting ourselves to a changing social environment. 

nius, Chang narratively constructed his local identity as he defined Hong Kong's place in the 

world order at a historical moment when its boundary is contested and highly charged. His 



version of the historic discourse about Hong Kong stressed the Chinese-origin of Hong Kong 

society against the British while distinguishing this society politicaily, economically, and 

culturally fIom Mainland China. His desire for Hong Kong's future is reflected here in such a 

way that his vision of Hong Kong's ongoing possibility to develop economically is extracted 

against two impossibilities: the repetition of Hong Kong's colonial past; and the impossibility of 

Chinese domination. 

In this visionary setting, Japan's contemporary culture as represented by a series of Japanese 

products and in particular Japanese popular culture forms was the first and foremost source of 

inspiration. In Chang's view, Japanese products o fked  critena to question, evaluate, indeed 

reappropriate, Hong Kong's power of production as signified by the quaiity of things that are 

and cari be produced there. As Chan commented: 

C: To me, Japan is amazing. People there take whatever they think to be usefùl fiom the West 
and make them part of their own lifestyle. At the same time, they improve some of the materials 
they import and then export hem in advanced fashion -- be it radios, color televisions, cars. or 
cornputers, they make them smaller, lighter, work better, and last longer. Whether they like it or 
not, people in the West have to admit that these things that are made in Japan are much better 
and attractive in terms of their quality. When it cornes to Hong Kong, Japanese products were 
always adrnired. But especially since the early 1980s, many people here in Hong Kong looked 
up to Japanese popular culture, too, when a whole new set of consumer goods started to corne 
into Hong Kong -- mostly soAware products. These added an entirely new dimension to the 
existing market of Japanese hardware products, and they fascinated us with fituristic images 
and digitized audio-visual effects. We just fell in love with them. 

This suggests that Hong Kong identity has shified From looking to Britain to looking to Japan as 

a trend source. Yet, Chang also indicates that Japanese culture is not altogether attractive for 

people in Hong Kong. He distinguishes between more traditional and more modem aspects of 

Japanese culture, as the following excerpt shows: 

C: Although we are fascinated by Japan, we are not necessarily in favor of Japan's traditional 
culture, 

R: What was wrong with the Japanese traditional culture? 



C: Our image of traditional Japanese is not a good one - you know, like those represented by 
Shint6 shrines, serious-looking samurai swinging their swords, kamikaze fighters, and 
subordinate women. These things evoke bad memones of War, you know, Japan's invasion of 
China during the Second World War. 

R: And, the image of contemporary popular culture and related software products is different? 

C: Absolutely. They are very positive. They are considered as light, fashionable, cool, and 
progressive.. . 

R: Cosmopolitan, you mean? 

C: Yes, it's very cosmopolitan. It makes us yeam, and feel that we want to be like the Japanese 
today . 

R: What examples of Japanese popular culture foms triggered the outbreak of Japan fetishism 
among Hong Kong people? 

C: Pop music, animation, soap operas, computer games, novels ... and Japanese pop-idols of 
course. 

This reflects an interesting idea about Japan's image construction on a global context: that 

Japan, as an image statement, is being constructed differently by Asia and by the West. The 

West tends to emphasize images of traditionai Japan, or a more Asian Japan, in their syrnbolic 

processing. In North Amencan politics, business and consumerism, for instance, this is 

manifested in the representation of traditional motifs in architecture, furniture, tourist 

carnpaigns, as  well as ads and articles about various made-inJapan produ~ts .~  In contrast, the 

Japan that other Asian countries look at, in tems of the motif-dissemination point, is a modem, 

more Westemized Japan (figure 3 7). 

In a subsequent interview, 1 asked Chang about the way Japanese popular culture items, as 

motifs of modernity, entered Hong Kong and earned their recognition by pople there. My 

questions and his replies were as follows: 

R: Can you recall how they came in to Hong Kong? 



Figure 37. A hierarchical arrangement of Japanese, British and Cantonese 
pop-idols in the cover of the March, 13,1998 issue of Hong Kong's Yes! Idol 
(notice tbat Japan's Noriko Sakai is featured as a central figure, indicating 
ber dominant model-role, while the face of the local Cantonese pop-id01 Ci 
Gi appears closest to the viewer in perspective). 



C: In the beginning, many idol-pop singers fiom Japan like Akina Nakamon and Hideki Saij6 
came to Hong Kong to sing, and young people went crazy over Japanese pop music. People 
listened to Japanese pop-songs more than British- and American-pop music put together, and 
many Canton-pop singers covered Japanese songs in Cantonese or assimilated their style to the 
Japanese-pop style. That's when young Hong Kong singers like Alan Tarn, Sandy Lam and 
Anita Mui became big stars, too. Singen like Alan [Tarn] went to Japan to get good training in 
J-pop, did you know? 

R: Hong Kong had pop music and pop-idols before J-pop came in, right? 

C: Of course. .. 

R: And why did people prefer J-pop over Canton-pop? 

C: Well, people thought J-pop songs were more upbeat and livelier. They were somehow more 
fùturistic and more exciting than Canton-pop. Back then, Canton-pop songs were becoming 
outdated, you know, like old fashioned. 

R: In what sense? Can you elaborate it a bit more? 

C: Too overemotional, maybe. We wanted something more light, 1 think. The sound quality 
itself was very different. J-pop had a digital sound, whereas Canton-pop was more simplistic 
and more analogue, you know. In short, they lacked technology and creativity. 

R: Okay, then what happened d e r  the J-pop boom? 

C: Japanese animations like Gandam, Macros -- was it? -- and Doraemon, and soap operas 
followed this J-pop boom and ignited the Japan boom. When they were imported and broadcast 
in Hong Kong, almost everyone that I knew were nailed to the television everyday. Hong Kong 
television, magazines, and newspapers started to talk about Japan, too. My favorite program to 
watch was Enjoy Yourseif Tonight or Fun Lok Gam Siu in Cantonese, which introduced where 
to travel and what to buy in Japan. AI1 of my family watched this program ail the time, and we 
really wanted to go to Japan. Japanese fashion becarne a big thing, too, and most of my female 
coileagues got busy reading magazines like Non-No. They talked about Japanese fashion and 
pop stars al1 the time. Many young girls in Hong Kong today are still crazy about Japanese 
fashion and pop stars. Even my mother tries to keep up with what's new [in Japanese fashion 
and entertainment scenes] . 

R: But why? Why is Japanese popular culture so popular among so many people in Hong 
Kong? 

C: 1 think we admire Japanese science and technology a lot. hpan is the first world, and it's the 
most advanced country in Asia. We have a lot to leam fiom it. 

R: And you are irnplying that Japanese popular culture and consumer products symbolize this 
fact? 



C: Oh, yes. Japanese pop music, fashion, lifesty les, and al1 the hard and software products that 
they produce are outcornes of Japan's technological development and economic prosperity. 
People here in Hong Kong want to show that they are as capable as the contemporary Japanese 
in that sense. 

R: Well then, why not the West? Why Japanese and not, for instance, Amencans, or French, or 
Italians for fashion? 

C: We admire them, too. Arnencan consumer products are becoming increasingly trendy in 
Hong Kong, especially since the early 1990s when many Amencan companies started to invest 
in China and Hong Kong. Many of us eat at McDonald's, Wear Hard Rock Cafe T-shirts, and 
put on jeans. Yet, there are two good reasons that Hong Kong people prefer Japanese products. 
First, Japanese products are more suitable for Hong Kong people in size and style. They are 
Asian, you know. In clothing for exarnple, American and European products are often too big, 
wide, or colorful to Wear, whereas Japanese clothing fits better. That's what my mother says, 
too. Another reason is that Arnericans and Europeans oAen use Hong Kong as a dumpsite. 1 
mean, they bring things that didn't sel1 well back home, so we feel that we are discriminated -- 
not only economically but also racially. We feel that they can trick us because we are still like 
those Chinese they exploited back then, you know. When it cornes to Japan, things are different. 
Things imported fiom there may be more expensive, but they are as high quaiity as they are in 
Japan, and we'd love to consume them. 

R: In other words, you d l  can identify or associate yourselves with the Japanese economic and 
technological affluence through Japanese products that you consume, right? 

C: That's right. Japanese things keep improving fast, you know. I can tell that Japanese put a lot 
of energy in seeking refinement and progress, and we have to keep up with them and leam From 
them. 

This illustrates how modem Japanese products are popularized around the idea of ethnic 

suitability. The gist of Japan's modernization has been to master Westem cultures and 

technologies according to the nation's domestic needs. Innovative fashions, customs, and 

products that are supportive to indigenous lifestyles have been enthusiastically incorporated into 

the existing system, strengthening the idea that Japan has risen to the level of the Western 

s ~ ~ e r ~ o w e r s . ' ~  Chang offers a similar explanation for the situation in Hong Kong -- that modem 

Japanese fashions and products are more suitable to Hong Kong people in tems of their body 

size, stylistic familiarity, and perhaps the scarcity of space in Hong Kong, than their Westem 



Finally, 1 investigated Chang's perception of Japanese pop-idols. Chang revealed how 

Japanese-style pop-idols joined other popular art-forms in the creation of what he saw as the 

contemporary atmosphere in which other Asians are looking to Japan as a selective choice for 

Hong Kong people in terms of innovative trends and customs. f i s  is indicated as follows: 

R: What roles do Japanese pop-idols play in ail of this? You mentioned Japanese pop-singers 
inflaming the Japan boom back in the early 1980s. What does their popularity have to do with 
the people's admiration of Japanese science and technology? 

C: Well, Japanese pop-idols are our role models. They bring us fashion, music, and &amas 
about our closest first-world nation. It's the leading Asian country in the world, too. Japanese 
idols allow us to visualize the lifestyle of the developed nation that we look up to. 

R: They symbolize Japan's socioeconomic development, right? 

C: Definitely. They symbolize Japan's economic well being as a drearn for Hong Kong people. 

Thus, Chang elucidated the role of Japanese pop-idols as providers of dreams for Hong Kong 

people. My following expectation was that home-grown idols in Hong Kong, through their 

images of becorning, represented the local effort to realize that dream. This point was elaborated 

as follows: 

R: What meaning do Hong Kong pop-idols hold for Hong Kong people? Are they followers of 
this Japanese drearn? 

C: In a way, yes, but there is more to this. Hong Kong pop-idols are our own Chinese role 
models. Japanese are Japanese, as we al! know, who will never be culturally Chinese. Our pop- 
idols bring the Japanese dream even closer to us. They make us believe that we cm actually be 
like Japanese as Chinese, you know. 

R: 1 see, they have domesticating functions, right? 

C: That's nght. And 1 think the level of Hong Kong pop-idols and pop-culture in general 
improved greatly over the last few years. We are indeed catching up well with the Japanese! 

R: 1s Hong Kong trying to go beyond? 

C: Sure! 1 hope that in the near fiiture, we'll be able to corne up with leading Cantonese pop 
stars on an international stage, or have a world-renowned Canton-pop! Why not!? 



Indeed, for Chang, Hong Kong pop-idols embodied the local attitude of striving for a desired 

lifestyle, or the standard of living, that has not been obtained as of yet. While Japanese pop- 

idols in Hong Kong function as fantasy depictions which assist the people's sense of cultural 

development by portraying modem persona1 ideal-types, home-grown pop-idols in Hong Kong 

reify these ideal-types as a series of dream-come-tme native celebrities. Clearly, Chang saw 

Japanese-style pop-idols as a vehicle to enhance Hong Kong's current economic statu and 

friture progress in Asia. 

Chang's interest in Japanese pop-idols began when he becarne naturally aware of their 

popularity in high school. He said: 

Everyone around me talked about Nonko [Sakai], Rie Miymwa, and other 
Japanese pop-idols. Both boys and girls competed with each other over how 
much they knew about these personalities, and the most recent and the trendiest 
Japanese fashion they represented. The more you demonstrated how much you 
knew, the more you felt privileged -- like showing off the most recent famous 
mode1 of Japanese car you acquired and telling your close ffiends what you 
know about its mechanism, you know. 1 thought I needed to bmsh up my 
knowledge about Japanese pop-idols, too, and here I am now. 

This implies that Chang's sense of empathy toward his pop-id01 intensified as he developed a 

knowledge about that id01 and her sociocultural background. This knowledge, was also a status- 

marker that helped Chang establish a position in his high school. 

What intensified Chang's interest in Japanese pop-idols was his encounter with Noriko 

Sakai. He happened to find Sakai one day in a 1994 television drama, Wo A i  Mei Ren Yu (My 

Be-Loved Pretiy Mermaid), which was the Chinese version of Little Mermaid that dramatized 

the romance between a cute mermaid (played by Sakai) and a young man (played by a 

Taiwanese actor). Not only was Chang attracted to Sakai's cute image in the drama, but he was 

also arnazed by the fact that the drama was CO-produced by Japanese and Taiwanese agencies. 

He felt that the Chinese media had reached a point where it could collaborate with the Japanese 



industry, and Chinese producers could adopt a well-known Japanese pop-id01 such as Sakai to 

produce their own forms of entertainment. This provided him with a sense of pride in what he 

cailed the "development of Chinese technology . " Subsequentl y, Chang rented many videos 

from a nearby shop and watched Sakai and other Japanese and Chinese pop-idols sing, dance 

and act in various television shows. 

In effect, Sakai for Chang was not oniy an adorable personality but also a "guiding angel" 

(as he called her) that provided him with a chance to expand his knowledge about Japanese- 

style science, technology and modem culture. He explained: 

Originally, I was only interested in Noriko [Sakai], 1 mean only her attractive 
personality. Then, 1 got interested in her activities, the way she performs, how 
she is produced, and so on. 1 started to pay attention to her surroundings, 
including her music, her fashion, her stage performances and their settings, 
people she performed with, backgrounds of the agency and record Company to 
which she belonged, backgrounds of publishers who published her articles and 
so on. Suddenly, 1 realized that 1 was becoming interested in Japanese idol- 
production technology. I noticed that 1 was fascinated not only by Noriko, but by 
the way she was being produced, and how her promotion agencies operated. 
Then 1 realized 1 was becoming interested in something much more general -- 
about Japanese popular culture, then contemporary Japan at large. 1 never 
thought 1 would come this far, or that 1 would associate Nonko with what 1 
already knew and admired about Japanese hardware technology -- you know, 
like how they make cars and electronic equipment. It's somewhat exciting to see 
al1 of these [specific and general] bits of information about Japanese culture and 
technology coming together through Noriko! Indeed, I think that Noriko 
represents the advanced technological worid of contemporary Japan. 

This discussion of Sakai as a symbol of innovative style for which Japan is currently treated as 

a dissemination point reminds the researcher of the role Arnerican pop stars once had for the 

Japanese audience, when Japan was trying to mimic the United States in the 1950s, and 1960s. 

For example, a Japanese female informant recalls how she was crazy about many American 

actors such as Clark Gable, James Dean, and Marlon Brando during her youth, and that 

hundreds of young people rushed to movie theatres every- tirne their performances were featured 

on screen. In her view, these Hollywood actors and movies brought with them a desirable vision 



of a bright future ( a b u i  mirai) where poverty (or material shortage), experienced by many 

Japanese during and immediately after the Second World War, was no longer an issue. In such a 

fiiture world, a greater emphasis was placed on personal happiness through luxurious lifestyles. 

As Arnerican political and economic infiuence dominated the international scene in the postwar 

period, Amencan material and popular culture began to permeate Japanese society. The early 

postwar period in Japan brought with it a craze for Amencan-made movies (Creighton 

1995: 143,144). In a similar way, Japanese and Japanese-style pop-idols now offer the desirable 

image of an affluent modem nation for adolescents in those countries wanting to be equally 

modernized. 

Apparently, Chang stmggled to keep his knowledge about Japanese pop-idols and their 

manufacturing agencies updated by purchasing magazines and newspapers regularly and paying 

special attention to sections on Japanese entertainment. One of his most dedicated hobbies was 

to collect CDS of Japanese and Cantonese pop-idols and listen to them comparatively. He had 

hundreds of these CDS piled up in his shelf, which he collected over the years. Chang sang most 

of the songs in these CDS, including Japanese songs in Japanese whether or not he understood 

what the lyrics rneant exactly. His apartment was covered with idol-posters, many of which 

featured Sakai, which he said would create an encouraging atmosphere. Chang also sat in Front 

of his cornputer for two to three hours every evening browsing through idol-related sources in 

intemet home pages (figure 38). 

For Chang, al1 of these activities were part of learning about Japanese science, technology, 

and culture through entertainment sources. In school, Chang's interest in Japan led him to take 

courses in Japanese language, business, history and culture. His interest in Japanese pop-idols 

and their environs expedited his studies in Japan-related subjects. Chang also thought that al1 

the knowledge he was gaining about Japan as centered amund Japanese pop-idols would 
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encourage him to become an informed businessman in the near future -- who could 

comrnunicate with and even irnpress the Japanese. 

Al1 in d l ,  Chang's case demonstrates how everyday adoration of Japanese-style pop-idols 

cm become a meaningful practice of cultural identity formation. Japanese pop-idols and their 

Chinese versions provided Chang with a way of figuring his locai identity, in the context of 

Asia as a region, in terms of the level of socioeconomic development. The process in which 

Chang crafted his local identity in light of Japanese-style role models was also the process 

whereby he was socialized into an evermore global consumer culture, grounded in capitalist- 

class values and manifested in the historical discourse on Asia-Pacific. The politicai, economic, 

sociocultural, and historical meaning of pop-idols is read, understood, and developed by 

consumers such as Gregory Chang who are conscious about their own national well-being. 

Hegemony, Symbulh,  and Culture Contact 

The Hong Kong audience's response to Japanese pop-idols can be interpreted as an exarnple 

of cultural hegemony, or the infiuence of one cultural group upon another (Gramsci 197 1 ; 

Williams 1 977; Rosebeny 1 989). McKellin (1 99 1 :3 19) summarizes three significant aspects of 

hegemony: 1) hegemony is an attribute of civil authority rather than political coercion; 2) 

hegemony is a selective tradition, excerpted fiom a cultural cornplex, which masquerades as a 

coherent whole; and 3) hegemony is better viewed as a historical process, or as the process of 

hegemonization, rather than a static state. McKellin draws on the study of language and culture 

contact, especially Samarin's (1 97 1) analysis of pidginization, to provide a deeper insight into 

the understanding of cultural hegemony. Samarin defines pidginization as an ubiquitous process 

of linguistic development that occurs in varying degrees when communication, specifically 



trade, requires the bridging of different languages, dialects, and sociolects. McKellin uses this 

to discuss the vectors of change in the process of cultural domination. 

To demonstrate his point, McKellin examines change in the land tenure system fiom 

cognatic to patrilineal land ownership among the Managalase of Papua New Guinea. This 

change, directed by the Papua government in response to the introduction ofcoffee as a cash 

crop, is shown to have altered women's identity and social statu From full to halved participants 

in the network of social and political influence. Managalase villagers recognized these changes 

as an officially selected portion of the European tradition that would contribute to their 

membership in the international commodities market. This resembled the way pidgins develop 

as a colloquial trade language: that is, structural simplification that facilitates communication in 

contact situations. Thus, McKellin characterizes the Papua govemment's interpretation of the 

Managalse principles of ownership and its guidelines for coffee planting as a form of cultural 

pidginization that simplified the customary rules and rediiced the complex distinctions of the 

old land tenure system. The hegernonization process simplified the Managalse iand tenure 

system in much the sarne way as the speakers of pidgin simplify their language to comrnunicate 

effectively with other languages or dialects in trade. 

While McKellin's focus on linguistic analogy to illustrate the vectors of hegernonization is 

suggestive, the analytical scheme regarding language change should be attended more carefully 

according to different processes involved in contact situations. Appel and Muysken (1 987), for 

example, demonstrate cases in which the speakers of another language imitate the complex 

sentence patterns of a language (1 987: 1 5 8). Often in these circumstances, the borrowers 

consider the source language as being prestigious. They incorporate the source language with 

their own. As the result of this fusion, the language pattern becomes complicated. Such a 

process is one of several ways in which language could change in contact situations: others 



include substration, where a language brought into another region than that of its original use is 

modified according to the rules of language spoken in the region; lexical borrowing, where 

changes occur at the level of lexicon rather than that of sentence structure; and drastic 

relexification, involving the replacement of vocaburary of one language with that of another 

while maintainhg the original grarnmar (1 987: 1 54- 1 58). In this view, pidginization and 

resultant linguistic simplification is a peculiar form of linguistic convergence. What appears 

ubiquitous across these different situations is a tendency to standardize, uni@, or homogenize 

linguistic patterns -- where one language assimilates its fom, however partially or supeficially, 

toward another. Whether this change involves simplification or complication is dependent upon 

the contact situation in each case. 

The development of Japanese-style pop-idols in Hong Kong -- as a communicative response 

of the local industry to cultural exposure -- is consistent with the general process of language 

change in contact situations. The assimilation of Canton-pop toward Japanese idol-pop is 

reflected in the elaboration of the style, the induction of the perfomers' role, as well as the 

performers' extended life expectancy in the industry. These salient features of change to the 

fom and fùnction of Cantonese pop-id01 performances are recognized by the audience (such as 

Gregory Chang) as prestigious markers representing favorable aspects of Hong Kong's 

technological and social development. 

Summary 

With examples of how pop-idols are thought to be more than venerable and adored 

personalities in one culture, this chapter extended the view fiom Japan to other Asian c o d e s .  

Within the range of ethnographie data, it examined how Japanese-style pop-idols are marketed 

by theu manufacturing agencies and consumed by their audiences as a vehicle for identiQing 
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their positions in an increasingly modernizing world. In light of Friedman's theory that 

consumption in an increasingly global world serves as a means for people to constitute an 

identity space, this chapter showed that the expanding capitalization of Japanese-style pop-idols 

in the Asian market today is an attribute of the emergent ethos in the Asian region that 

emphasizes the idea of socioeconomic progress. 

The growing popularity of pop-id01 performances in developing Asian countries testifies to 

the fact that such youth-oriented personalities are becoming widely celebrated in these places as 

symbols of national wealth. Japanese-style pop-idols are hereby produced and used by their 

manufacturing agencies as a set of commodities that arouse, channel, and dornesticate a fantasy 

of a materially developed world, as represented by Iapanese consumer culture. The current 

popularity of pop-idols in various parts of Asia indicates the reception this informed 

purposiveness has among observers who are inclined to interpret themselves and their local 

cultures in an increasingiy global world through iconic representations. 

The discussion in this chapter ha tried to draw on ethnographie examples of id01 

performances and show how the cultivating function of popular culture performances (discussed 

by Bamouw and Kirkland [1992]) is applicable not only within the domain of one culture or 

society, but also across different cultures or societies. I have tried to demonstrate how the sense 

of historical coherence, especidly the feeling that Asia is currently catching up with the West in 

terms of fashion, lifestyle, and consumer culture, is cumulatively created and increasingly 

shared among Asian people through the consumption of personified symbolic-cornmodities. At 

the sarne time, this symbolic consumption contributes to the realization of the difference in 

Asian people's cultural backgrounds and identities. 

The consumption of pop-idols tends to be prominent in places such as China, Hong Kong, 

South Korea, Taiwan and Vietnam -- counaies that are currently undergoing rapid 



socioeconornic transition. Japanese pop-id01 styles provide a point of motif-dissemination for 

the producers in these counûies. On one hand, this motivates some Japanese promotion 

agencies to collaborate with local agencies from other Asian coutries, facilitate new waves, 

and create cross-cultural ties and networks. On the other hand, it demonstrates the effort of 

many Asians outside Japan to master the technologies of Japanese-style popular culture 

production. 

Finally, the analysis in this chapter atternpted to show that popular culture forms can inscribe 

ideological themes that nevertheless allow audiences to generate meanings fiom it that meet the 

needs of their own local identities. That is, potentially variable meaningful articulations of a 

specific cultural fom must be understood in terms of their dialogic relationship with ideological 

themes, rather than anarchistic or pluralistic constructions as such (Muke rji and Schudson 

1991 :41). To borrow from Hal1 (1980), popular art forms that are produced at any given 

moment in history can simultaneously include their preferred and alternative. or even 

oppositional, readings of the time. The emerging genre of Asian idol-pop can inscnbe the so- 

called "partnerships for progress" -- the ideological theme of APEC in the early 1990s -- in the 

form of a dialogue between political and symbolic forces. While the political side of this 

didogue emphasizes the modernizing process led by governrnental leadership, its symbolic 

counterpart focuses on the idealized outcomes of modernization as represented by a rich 

consumer society such as Jspan. 

We live in a worid today where the increasingly global impact of capitalism stimulates more 

people in more areas to adopt comparable lifestyles and share similar values through the 

consumption of widely distributed commodities. The study of popular culture in this context 

entails the understanding of the dialogue between capitalism and its local or regional 

manifestations. This may mean analyzing the various international links through an examination 
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of their consequences within a particular site (Miller 1997: 12), or investigating the impact of 

deterritorialization on the imaginative resources of lived, local expenences (Appadurai 

199 1: 196). The overall aim of this chapter has been to contribute to such a study by 

emphasizing the role played by pop-idols and their image-making institutions as a mediating 

apparatus that bridges the gap between globai flows and local articulations. 

Notes: 

1. The celebration of P u f i  in Taiwan and Hong Kong led the duo to release one of their smash 
hits, Kure Ga Watoshi No I&u Michi (This Is The W q  I Live), in Chinese. 

2. Among the home-grown big-name idols produced by indigenous promotion agencies 
following Japanese manufacturing methods today are Rao Dai and Jie Liu of China, Soteji Wu 
Id01 and Susie Kang of South Korea, Andy Lau, Vivian Chow, and Sammy Chen of Hong 
Kong, Emile Chow, Tarcy So, S. O.S. and Vivian Hsu of Taiwan, Christina of Thailand, Itje 
Trisnawaty and Mellyana of Indonesia, Sheila Majid of Malaysia, Smokey Mountain of the 
Philippines, and Hong Nhung of Vietnam. 

3. APEC was founded in 1989. Its original members included Australia, Brunei, Canada, 
Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore, South Korea, Thailand, the Philippines, 
and the United States. The People's Republic of China. Hong Kong, and Taiwan joined in 1991, 
followed by Mexico and Papua New Guinea in 1993, and Chile in 1995. 

4. ASEAN's members include Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and 
Brunei. Laos, Cambodia and Myanmar are proposing to join the membenhip. 

5. By 1992, Yaohan had a total of 26 overseas stores in Brunei, China, Costa Rica, Hong Kong, 
Malaysia, Taiwan, Thailand, and the United 5K1t2s (Kodansha 1993: 1739). Its Canadian branch 
was established in 199 1. 

6. For m e r  details regarding the activities of Asian entertainment companies, see Kawakami 
(1 995). 

7. Interestingly, some Japanese producers who were acquainted with oveneas Asian markets 
commented that the pop-id01 fad and popular-culture boom in Asian countries other than Japan, 
dong with the standards of technology, reminded them of Japan back in the 1960s and early 
1970s when it was still economically developing. 

8. See Yang et al (1997:254-256) for M e r  details. 



9. Images of samurai, geisha, sum6wrestlers, and Mt. Fuji are considered to be symbols of 
traditional Japan. These appear on the front cover of popular magazines that discuss Japan (see, 
for example, International Business Week, 9/7/1987; New York Times, 91261 1987; Fortune 
International, 2/26/1990). Logos featuring samurai and geisha figures on the side of Japan 
studies articles in recent issues of Ethnology are academic exarnples of the traditional 
characterization of Japan. 

10. See, for example, Hendry (1 987: 1 8). In her article, Creighton (1 995: 143), based on her 
interview, shows that kpan copies Western fashion while seeing it as based on a different body 
type. The Japanese sense of mastering Western technology in the Japanese way was also 
observed in a talk 1 attended in Seattle at the height of economic conflict between Japan and the 
United States. In this taik a Japanese ambassador suggested that Japanese are good at refining 
American products in such a way that they become smaller, more portable, more energy 
efficient, and therefore more accomrnodating to the Iack of space and people's sense of saving 
in Japan. 

I l .  One of the well-known characteristics of Japanese manufactwing technology is 
miniaturization. Various companies emphasized the production of small products with 
maximum utility in order to accommodate an environment in which space has always been 
scarce. The development of a pocket-size transistor radio in the 1950s, led by Tokyo 
Telecornmunications Engineering Company, now known as Sony, is a typical example (e.g., 
Schiffer 1991). Hong Kong faces a problem sirnilar to Japan in terms of the availability of 
space. It would not be surprising that the people of Hong Kong prefer Japanese products over 
relatively larger imports from elsewhere for this reason. 



CHAPTER VIII - GENERAL CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis has examined the production of femaie pop-idols and their identity formation in 

Japan. A wide range of commercial activities, institutional networks, and social relationships 

that revolve around adolescent personalities who are in the process of becoming talented adult- 

perfomers were considered. Pop-idols, while providing foundation for industry proft-making, 

nonetheless constitute a genre of popular performance that both deploys and creates cultunl 

motifs of adolescent socialization. Pop-idols function as role models for constmcting youthful 

emerging selves, and their performances characterize a contemporary form of rites de passage 

whose function is to initiate young people into the consumer world of present-day Japan. The 

main goal of this thesis was to analyze this genre and illustrate how young personalities are 

numired, packaged and marketed in Japanese culture and society. 

The goal of this thesis was to provide a picture of a commercialized form of initiation ritual 

in contemporary Japanese popular culture and mass society that goes beyond anecdotal 

evidence with subjective interpretations of symbolic texts and activities (cf. Inamasu 1989; 

Ogura 1990,199 1). Since the birth of Japan's modernity in the late 19th century, fashions and 

lifestyles, to a great extent modeled after those of Europe and the United States, have pervaded 

the everyday life of Japanese people. Yet, traditional ideas, customs, and noms remain essential 

parts of Japanese life, and people develop a multifaceted sense of selfhood as they are enrneshed 

in a nurnber of behavioral options and social roles. In this setting, pop-idols and their 

manufacturing agencies try to establish themselves as agents of socialization that can coordinate 

the organizational courses of people's action. An amusement genre, the idol-pop offers youffil 

fans a place of refuge, a fantasy world where they c m  liberate thernselves from family and 

school obligations and play with their ideal personal and semai role models. At the same tirne, 

pop-idols present themselves as public role models that contribute to public socialization by 
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providing their viewers with such desùable Japanese values as pure-heartedness, hard work, 

consideration for others, and self contentment. These values are reflected in their performances, 

through which pop-idols project themselves as adorable public figures as part of their self- 

promotion. 

Adolescence and Ideatity Formation 

The public role of pop-idols is made possible within the a culture that regards adolescence as 

a significant life-stage in which individuals are expected to explore themselves as they socialize 

with peers. Pop-idols reflect this life-stage through their images and narratives, developing 

social ties with their generation of fans and emphasizing their roles as adolescent cornpanions. 

Eventually, pop-idols transform their images from an innocent novice to an experienced actor in 

the process of winning their public recognition. Adolescents can grow up together with their 

favorite personalities through the act of consumption for which the very process of self- 

transformation is merchandised. 

To become a socially competent adult is to accommodate oneself to culturally defined roles, 

which involve sex, gender, class (or status) and ethnicity. For fernale pop-idols in particular, 

becoming professionals generally meant molding oneself into a personality that could act out 

the ideologicd role of "good wife, wise mother" in media spaces, if not in real life as well. To 

this end, many pop-idols, in the past, have embodied a cute style -- a meek, weak, and 

benevolent style of femininity considered a necessary stage on the way to becoming a "good 

wife, wise mother." However, this formerly predominant image of subservient femaleness gave 

way to a more powerfbl, self-expressive, and sexually vibrant image of new femaleness dong 

with a trend toward women's iiberation since the late 1980s. As the cultural definition of what is 

appropriate changes in t h e ,  so does the image of pop-idols. Yet, it was questionable as to 



whether the movement in representation toward the powerhl image of adolescent femdeness 

tmly empowered their actors and imitators. In the observer's eyes, these supposedly new images 

of women were designed and marketed under the supervision of male producers who dominated 

the industry and acted with masculinist principles. In the end, the empowering female imagery 

was shown to be appropriated by the industry and retooled to suit the masculinist mode of 

production. In this way, the pop-id01 industry operated as a symbolic field in which gendered 

images were created and contested. As an encompassing cultural matrix, the idol-system of 

production generated a repertoire of gender ideals over time fiom which consumers could 

choose and develop their own gender identities. 

As the case study of Seiko Matsuda's life-history has shown, the passage of one particular 

pop-id01 characterized the transition of gender stereotyping. Matsuda, represented originally as 

a cute and innocent novice, wise rnother," was eventually projected as an independent, self- 

reliant, and self-creative personality who rejected her earlier socially subservient role. Part of 

this metamorphosis, which enlightened the lifestyle of many young female fans. is expressed in 

the form of Matsuda's convergence with urban American lifestyles and performances. Her 

fiequent trips to New York, sexual relationships with American men, and adoption of various 

Amencan fashions, values and techniques in stage-performances provided her Japanese 

audience with a playfùl excursion into an exotic world of fantasies. 

While Matsuda's incorporation of exotic Westem images into her style signified her popular 

role as a bearer of innovative style and value, it also imposed a moral threat upon many of her 

viewers. As Western culture is often considered to carry negative values of egoism and 

individualism that go against the traditional emphasis on collectivities, the Arnericanized 

Matsuda has been seen as an alien figure who projected individual self-indulgence and 



sensuality. A series of articles about Matsuda in the Japanese mass media attempted to criticize 

her and suggested that Matsuda's innovative activities posed a moral threat to the public. 

Against this, Matsuda projected herself and was accepted by the public as a clever cultural 

strategist who absorbed media-created scandais into her self-promotion process. Matsuda 

appealed to the idea of ~el~accornplishment, an important concept in Japanese culture. One who 

accomplishes her or his goals in life through hard work and the overcoming of various obstacles 

deserves public recognition in Japan, and Japanese popular literature is filled with idealized 

personalities who sacrifice themselves for a greater social achievement. This is the value which 

Matsuda came to represent. The idea of self-accomplishrnent is not unique to Matsuda, 

however, and it runs through the symbolic mediation process -- between self and society, 

childhood and adulthood, andor traditional values and modem lifestyles -- which characterizes 

pop-id01 performances in general. Successful pop-idols not only market drearns that c m  feed 

the minds of thousands of people, but also demonstrate before them that one can make these 

drearns come tme with her or his passion and effort. Largely, this process of self- 

accomplishment is dramatized by the mass media that beset the idol-subject in a recurrent 

agonistic situation. 

The adoration of pop-idols as symbols of transcendent ego is not, of course, limited to Japan, 

and one may just as easily name examples fiom places like Amerka's Hollywood. For example, 

Judy Garland is ofien considered a personality who transformed herself fiom a smail-tom, dl-  

Arnencan girl-next door to a capable singer as well as the personification of good hurnor in 

show business. She did so through a series of struggles to overcome her neurotic pnvate life 

(e.g., Dyer 1987). Yet, such a viewpoint rnay coexist with that of others who see Garland as a 

wholesome girl who became a star but an unhappy one. She brought herself to a downhill 

decline, ultimately, to death by an overdose because of her stmggle for career and glamour in 
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show business. In any case, one may argue that pop-id01 performances differ fiom these 

individual cases elsewhere in terms of the extent and intensity in which young personaiities 

appear as adolescent role models, or by the fact these personalities are expected as the genre's 

sine qua non. 

The images of becoming that pop-id01 performances merchandise is not lirnited to the 

representation of adolescents' personal quest for self-accomplishment in the penod of their 

maturation. Id01 performances can also represcnt the youth of a nation. This point is suggested 

by the expanding popularity of pop-idols outside of Japan and in particular developing Asian 

countries. Japanese pop-idols in these places signifi Japan as a mode1 of modem consumer 

society. Subsequentiy, homegrown pop-idols emerge in these areas as "facilitators" (so to 

speak) of socioeconomic progress. Id01 performances can be characterized as rites of 

modernization in this regard (Peacock 1968). What might be for adolescent individuals a field 

in which adult social values are playfùlly acquired through a series of cultural role models may 

also be a domain in which the people of developing Asim nations constnict modem fashions 

and lifestyles. Thus, Japanese pop-id01 performances provide a point of dissemination for the 

producers and consumers of trends in these Asian countries. 

Pop-Id01 Performances and Middle-Class Identities 

The question of identity and that of cultural boundary are deeply implicated in each other. To 

identie oneself with certain cultural forms is to meaningfùlly distinguish oneself from those 

who do not identify themselves with that fonn. In the Japanese entertainment indu-, this 

distinction is manifested in terms of different genres of popular cultural performances. In 

popular music, for example, there are enka for elders and working class people, rock'n roll for 



youngsters who are kàha or "on the solid side," folk and new music for nunpa or the 

"moderate," and idol-pop for younger adolescents and love-struck audiences of al1 ages. 

Within the field of pop-id01 performances, this distinction is W e r  demonstrated by the 

differentiation of styles between pop-idols and idol-groups, as well as by fans and fan-groups 

who support different idols and idol-groups. Audience members establish different degrees of 

involvement in pop-id01 performances: while some are enthusiastic fans who fell into 

(hamaiteiru) the traps of id01 attraction, others simply want to enjoy seeing likable personalities 

are more spontaneous in their engagement. Different layers of boundaries could be seen among 

pop-id01 fans themselves. There were even those who, Iess serious about their engagement, 

tended to ridicule those who take great joy and pride in chasing and cheering their idols. 

Enthusiastic fans are considered abnormal (ijq because of their heavy involvement in what 

other people thought was k m i  gorukir or "light entertainment." 

These distinctions in popular cultural performances coexist with distinctions based on 

commodity-tastes in other spheres, together constituting the social environment of 

contemporary Japan that can be characterized as a consumer society (Bourdieu 1984,1993). In 

this sense, pop-id01 performances socialize young people into the capitalist system where 

differentiation through acts of consumption and consumption-driven production become the 

primary means of locating oneself. As Clammer points out, such a tendency for consumption 

decisions concentrates around a middle-class identity: 

It does not rnean primady a spontaneous identification with the imposed 
category of class, but the recognition of reality based on the large but 
nevertheless surprisingly stmctured range of consumption choices which is in 
turn linked to similar incornes, and the desire for homogeneity which is a 
powerfbl element in Japanese psychology (Clammer 1997: 102). 

This emphasis on homogeneity in hpan does not eliminate difference, but defines it within, and 

assigns it to, particular categories in such a way that those who express themselves accordingly 
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must confom to the noms and expectations regarding the categorical definitions of who they 

are. In addition, the cultural ideal relevant to this is the idea of classificatory status, expressed in 

Japanese as bun or "one's part" (Lebra 1976; Smith 1983; Hamaguchi 1985). Oriented toward 

cooperative aspects of relationship, Japanese gain a strong sense of self by approximating ideal 

role types, joining groups, and situating themselves in relation to others (Smith 1983, quoted in 

Rosenberger 1992b: 10). Elsewhere, Kurnon (1 982:26,27) argues that although Japanese can 

engage in keen competition, Japanese-style competition, due to the cultural emphasis on group 

confonnity, focuses on not falling behind the others rather than standing out. Both of these 

arguments indicate how Japanese fiame or wrap up persona1 differences in the scheme of the 

interpersonal similarity or the idea of the group harmony (see Creighton l990:294,295). 

Present-day Japanese consumer society can be perceived in terms of these prominent cultural 

values - as a manifestation of social ties in the structured range of consumption choices. 

In characterizing Japanese consumer culture, Clarnrner M e r  notes: 

This is handled not by denying differences, but by regarding hem as largely 
symbolic, which gives every actor the opportunity either to accept or to redefine 
the code, which is thus inherently unstable. But this instability does not produce 
symbolic chaos; on the contrary, it tends to promote convergence on a very unity 
of identity, the parameters of which are set both by convention and by the 
objective consurnption possibilities -- what is in the market (Clammer 
1997: 102). 

Seen in this light, one may argue that the stylistic promotion and symbolic competition that 

occur in id01 performances signi@ the nature of social interaction enacted by those who identiw 

themselves with Japan's middle-class: that is, competition over symbolic details within an 

actually very i~oomogeneous social category. This competition simultaneously plays down the 

disruptive and overtly competitive consequences of such rivalry. 

The ethnographie case studies in this thesis were intended to examine the above point made 

by Clammer by uncovering how and why conventions and fonns of consumption are 



manipulated by the entertainment industry, or the network of people who belong to talent- 

promotion agencies, sponsoring corporations, and the mass media. Thus, the contextualized 

account of pop-id01 performances contributes to the understanding of conventions, established 

through practices of consumption. 

Pop-Idols and the Logic of Late Capitalism 

The study of pop-id01 performances is fùrther demonstrates the nature of the contemporary 

Iapanese consumer society which is ofien associated with postrnodemism, or what Jameson 

(1984) identifies as the cultural logic of late capitalism. Above all, such a logic emphasizes the 

multiplicity of meanings that are manifested in the ongoing, dynarnic interplay among different 

views, values, and interpretations - none of which predominates over the ohers (Kaplan 1988; 

Hutcheon 1989). 

The postmodem aesthetic of the consumer society marks a social life that is situated in 

planned obsolescence; an ever more rapid rhythm of fashion and styling changes; the 

penetration of advertising, television, and the media generally to a hitiierto unparalleled degree 

throughout society. The replacement of the old tension between city and country, center and 

province, is paralleled by the growth of the great networks of superhighways and the arriva1 of 

automobile culture. Al1 of these conditions signifi a radical break with the society in which 

modemism played an underground force (Kaplan 1988128). In such a social setting, the 

boundary between illusions and realities are blurred as people invest socially, economically, and 

physically in the fantasies with which they represent, imagine, and use to escape their social 

realities (Allison 1996A8). This is where industries that rely on fashions and trends step in with 

their idea of marketing dreams. In Japan, yume or "dreams" and fantajii fiom the English 



"fantasies" have been an important marketing concept used to drive the public, especially young 

people who are sensitive to trends, toward the act of consumption. 

The id01 system is precisely a system that has been built on this middle-class lngic of late 

capitalism. It facilitates the syrnbolic exchange of commodities that borrow on and produce 

sensual illusions, or the series of crafted, adorable icons called aidoru, that are intended to 

appeal to consumer tastes, desires and pleasures. Not only do pop-idols contribute to this form 

of capitalized symbolism by wearing fancy costumes, singing romantic songs, ernphasizing 

dreams in their narratives, and appearing on stage with stage effects illuminating exotic 

wonderlands, but also by continuously driving love-stmck audiences to participate in the 

reproduction of a fantasy world. They can repeatedly escape fiom the realities in which they are 

usually situated. 

It is no wonder that a youth-oriented movement like the id01 boom reached its peak when it 

did in Japan during the 1980s - at the height of the nation's economic bubble. This followed 

years of rapid economic growth. The hard work ideology geared towarc! the modemization of 

the country gave birth to a new cultural atmosphere, fed by rising incomes and inhabited by a 

new generation intent on differentiating themselves from their elders by enjoying the h i t s  of 

socioeconomic and technological developrnents. This is also the time when the idea of Japan as 

a middle-class society became popular, and terms such as "postmodem" and "avant-garde'' 

became key words to appear and be discussed in academic as well as popular texts (e.g., 

Miyoshi and Harootunian 1989). In this respect, pop-idols, like television and other consumer 

products, fùnction as objects that signify class-identity. The study of pop-idol performances 

provides the understanding of the relationship between popular art forms and class 

differentiation. 



Suggestions for Future Research 

Several aspects of pop-id01 performances yield possibility for M e r  investigations. For 

example, my research focused on female pop-idols and their promotion agencies. This is 

because I was able to contact a large nurnber of people who were related to female pop-idols in 

the realrns of both production and consumption. In contrast, 1 was not able to develop a 

sufficient nurnber of quality contacts among the smail number of agencies that contra1 male 

pop-idols. A comparison of the production of masculinity manifest in male pop-idols with the 

femininity of female pop-idols, therefore, is an important component of future research. 

Likewise, a cross-cultural comparison between Japanese, Asian, and non-Asian id01 

performances needs further rxarnination. 1 examined in the scope of rny ethnographie fieldwork 

sorne aspects of Asian pop-idols and their local production techniques in cornparison to their 

Japanese counterparts. However, Asian pop-idols, as much as the categorical concept "Asia" 

itself, m u t  be deconstructed furthemore in relation to different ethnic identities, ideologies, 

religious beliefs, socioeconomic trends, and other cultural values that exist and interact within 

this vast region in the Pacific. A similar task applies to the examination of similarities and 

differences between kpanese pop-idols and their Euro-Arnerican counterparts -- especially in 

reference to recently popuiar pop-id01 groups such as the Bockstreet Boys and the Spice Girls 

that are attracting millions of teenagers al1 around the world. Whether these specific cases have 

any tie with Japanese idol-production technology (and if so why) may reveal some important 

aspects regarding the capitalist globalization of popular culture. 

In spite of these limitations, the present study of Japanese pop-id01 performances hopes to 

have contributed to the anthropological understanding of symbolism in a contemporary social 

context. Using id01 as a guiding concept, 1 have tried to show how culhal institutions 

manipulate the very arbitrary nature of symbol S. Francis Bacon in the quote that introduced the 
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thesis describes idols as a "faulty and unskiIlhl abstraction." In my analysis. I have examined 

the skills used to cr& these embodiments of cultural ideas. Pop-idols are used by commercial 

institutions to saturate the public consciousness, substantiate meanings that cm become part of 

cultural cornpetence, and organize social events, practices and experiences within their power 

structure. More importantly, 1 have tried to illuminate how individuals within this institutional 

power structure lead their lives through the ongoing diaiectic between self and society. 
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Seishinsha. [Critique of pop-idols] 
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K o i m i ,  Kyoko (1988). Jisei Rashii Ne ( I f  S Life-Like). Tokyo: Magazine House. 
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TV Id01 Magazine. Tôkyô: KK Bestsellers. 
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Bomb!. Tokyo: Gakken. 
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Up To Boy: Private Roorn Bible. Tokyo: Wani Books. 

Magazines Including Featured Articles on P op-ldoîs, fur General Readers: 

CD Data. Tokyo: Kadokawa Shoten. [Pop-music magazine] 
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HNlagata Akiko: V-Hina. Tokyo: Victor Entertainment, Inc. ( 1  996) 

Kahara Tomomi: I'm Proud. Tokyo: Pioneer LDC, Inc. (1996) [Video promoting a femaie 
pop-idol's new single, I'm Proudj 

Kanno Miho: Happy Children. Tokyo: Victor Entertainment, Inc. ( 1  995) [A female pop-id01 
profile] 

Mutsuda Seiko: Bible: Best Hits Vidco History. Tokyo: Sony Music Entertainment, Inc. (1995) 
[A pop-id01 profile] 

Melody: Live Bomb! Tokyo: Pony Canyon. (1996) [Concert video of a female pop-id01 group] 

Saki Miki: 15-Sai (Miki Sakai: 15 Years Old). Tokyo: Victor Entertainment, Inc. (1 993) [A 
female pop-id01 profile; the first volume in a series: Vo1.2, 16-Sui (1 6 Years Old) is 
released in 1994; Vo1.3,17Sai (1 7 Years Old) is released in 19961 



Sezfuku Kq6 Iinkai: Live Idol No. 1. Tokyo: Polygram, Ltd. [Concert video] 

SMAP: Hop Smap Jump!. Tokyo: Shüeisha. (1991) profile of a male pop-id01 group] 

Super Mornoco 1989. Tokyo: Power Sports, Inc. (1 989) [Female pop-id01 profiles] 

TPD: That's fhe Revue. Tokyo: Sony Music Entertainment, Inc. (1993) [A volume in the series 
of video promoting a pop-id01 group, Tm6 Performance Do10 

Takaoka Saki: Persona1 File. Tokyo: Victor Musical Industries, Inc. (1 992) [A fernale pop-id01 
profile] 

Uchida Yctki: Uchida S Live Show. Tokyo: King Record, Inc. (1995) [Concert video] 

Yamaguchi ikfomoe: Densefsu Kara Shinwa E (Momoe Yamaplrchi: From Legend To blyrh). 
Tokyo: Sony Music Entertainment, Inc. (1 993) [A female pop-id01 profile; final concert 
video] 

Mini-Communication Magazines, Publisbed by Students and Support Groups: 
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Smily Smile Project (ed.). Smile. Chiba. 
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Inmasu, Tatsuo (1989). Aidoru Keaku (Id01 Engineering). Tokyo: Chikurna Shobô. Nedia 
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-------O-* (1 995). 'Aidoru Shojo-Shinwa No H6kai (The Breakdown of the Pop-Id01 Virginity 
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Nakarnori, Akio (1 99 1). 'Pink Lady No 80-Nendai (Pink Lady's 1980's). In ~tsuka,  Eiji (ed.), 
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[Cultural critique with an examination of a pop-id01 duo, Pink Lady] 

Ogura, Chikako (1989). ,Lfarsuda Seiko Ron (Treaeatises on Seiko lCfatsuda). Tokyo: Asuka 
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---------- ( i 990). Aidom Jidai No Shin wu (ikfyths in the Age of Pop-Idols) . TC ky5 : Asahi 
S hinbunsha. Feminist critique] 

_O_______- (1991). Aidoru Jidai No Shinwa: P a r t 4  (ikiyths in the Age ofpop-ldols: Part-il). 
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